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ABSTRACT 
 
MELISSA GRAHAM MEEKS: Between Abolition and Reform: 
First-Year Writing Programs, e-Literacies, and Institutional Change 
(Under the direction of Jane Danielewicz) 
 
The digital literacy revolution compels first-year writing programs (FYWPs) to expand 
their definitions of writing to include multimodal composition and their teaching practices to 
account for technology. Such expansions challenge the traditional role and approach of FYWPs 
in preparing students for prose writing in the academy. This dissertation explores a rationale and 
process for change that moves FYWPs toward an e-literacies agenda—one that attends to the 
ways in which technology mediates classroom spaces and writing. 
The project is a mixed-genre approach to four dilemmas posed by an e-literacies agenda: 
(a) changing a FYWP in response to a new idea about literacy; (b) responding to critiques that 
multimodal composition is not adequate preparation for academic discourse; (c) incorporating 
media and design into a conceptual understanding of the rhetorical situation; and (d) accounting 
for instructional technologies in writing course design. Chapter 2 uses a case study methodology 
to analyze earlier paradigm shifts in the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s Writing 
Program. It extrapolates seven impact points that show how theory affects practice in writing 
program design. The remaining chapters engage these impact points, albeit by situating the 
discussion in a narrower context than writing program design. Chapter 3 emphasizes the 
pedagogical principles underlying the teaching of academic discourse and also facilitating 
multimodal composition. Chapter 4 proposes a new model of the rhetorical triangle, 
iv 
providing a set of terms and relationships that enable instructors with little visual literacy 
expertise to introduce media and design effectively. Chapter 5 argues for an ecological 
perspective of course design that better integrates the discourse of writing pedagogy with the 
best practices of teaching with technology. 
 The conclusion deliberates about how the e-literacies agenda anticipated by these 
conceptual frameworks challenges a FYWP’s university service role. By insisting that FYWPs 
occupy a prime institutional location for preparing students to read and compose the printed 
page and the electronic screen, the conclusion argues that larger commitments to literacy—not 
just college writing—are most appropriate for required composition courses.
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INTRODUCTION 
 
This dissertation emerges from the following premise: As literacy evolves, so must first-
year writing programs (FYWPs). The literacy changes that motivate this project involve (1) the 
widespread expectation that the process of composing, even if not the product, will be electronic 
and (2) the expansion of the available modes of communication through digital media. As a 
response to these changes and a challenge to compositionists, Kathleen Blake Yancey’s 
presidential address at the Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) in 
San Antonio in 2004 called for “Composition in a New Key.” This project tries to identify the 
transitional chords between the present key and the key change prompted by the digital 
revolution. If writing programs—which, despite considerable critique from within the field, 
remain securely positioned at the gateway to undergraduate education—are going to stay in tune 
with literacy, then hearing the dissonances as well as the resonances between the two keys is 
necessary. The dissonances are easy to hear on campus, in journals, and at conferences as 
instructors lament that too few student writers are producing adequate prose much less 
impressive, expensive, time-consuming multimedia, texts in which instructors themselves have 
little experience. Instead of addressing these dissonances directly, this dissertation focuses on the 
resonances, on the aspects of writing programs that gain a new tenor when writing instruction 
attends to computers and modes other than prose. Rather than treating technology as a threat to 
current practice, I treat it as an opportunity to extend and clarify the goals of first-year writing. 
Each chapter proposes a conceptual framework that recasts current practice in ways that smooth 
the transition to e-literacies.  
2I use the term e-literacies as a shorthand way of referring to the two developments in 
literacy—computer-mediated composition, a priority of compositionists since the late 1970s,1
and multiliteracies or multimodal composition or new media,2 a burgeoning area of interest. 
Writing programs must respond productively to e-literacies because technology access is 
increasingly mandated and/or supplied by higher education3 and because multimedia has already 
permeated professional, civic, and personal communication. I join DeVoss, Johansen, Selfe, and 
Williams who contend that  
 English-composition teachers and programs must be willing to address an 
increasingly broad range of literacies—emerging, competing, and fading—if they 
want their instruction to remain relevant to students’ changing communication 
needs and experiences within the contemporary cultural ecology. (169) 
 
In other words, writing programs need to know how to change—how to change their curricula, 
how to change their approach to teaching writing, and how to change their work in institutions.
 The chapters that follow focus on the process of change by exploring two overarching 
questions. First, how do administrators turn composition scholarship into a program? Second, 
what changes are needed to acknowledge and intentionally pursue e-literacies in FYWPs?  
As the opening paragraphs imply, these are leading questions: This dissertation contends 
that e-literacies are a strand of scholarship in Composition Studies that should most affect 
FYWP design since literacy has changed and will continue to change in the direction of 
 
1 See Hawisher, Gail E. and Cynthia L. Selfe, eds. Computers and the Teaching of Writing in American Higher Education, 
1979-1994: A History. New Directions in Computers and Composition Studies. Norwood, New Jersey: Ablex 
Publishing Corporation, 1996. 
 
2 The New London Group first used the term "multiliteracies" in their 1996 Harvard Education Review article, which 
was later included in their edited collection Multiliteracies: Literacy Learning and the Design of Social Futures in 2000. 
Scholars such as Kress, Manovich, Wysocki, and Ball have used the term "new media." Others prefer multimodal 
composition. These terms all signify communication using some combination of text, images, sound, space, and 
motion in media. By contrast, the term e-literacies also foregrounds computer-mediation such as word processing, 
which yet deserves pedagogical attention because it is an expected method of composing. 
 
3 Stuart Selber, in the opening chapter of Multiliteracies for a Digital Age, notes: "academic institutions are investing in 
technology infrastructure and support at an astonishing rate—so astonishing, in fact, that it is futile to cite growth 
statistics, which increase dramatically from year to year" (1). 
3computer-mediated composition and multimedia production. Such an assertion does not seem 
radical—so many programs, so many textbooks are already making this leap—unless it is viewed 
within the discourse of writing program design. For example, Richard Fulkerson’s map of 
“Comp-landia” in “Composition at the Turn of the Twenty-First Century” provides a system for 
classifying writing programs according to their differing philosophies. Fulkerson identifies three 
competing philosophies: critical/cultural studies, expressivist, and three related, but distinct 
rhetorical approaches (i.e., composition as argument, genre-based composition, and composition 
as introduction to an academic discourse community). Fulkerson’s astute discussion of “the 
genuine controversy—within the field . . . —over the goal of teaching writing in college,” 
however, lacks any reference4 to computers and writing scholars, scholarship, or pedagogy (679). 
Admittedly, e-literacies do not constitute a philosophy of composition. Computer-mediated 
composition and multimedia production are amenable to each of the philosophies Fulkerson 
identifies. Yet a FYWP with a curriculum oriented toward academic discourse communities and 
prose-only assignments cannot be said to be operating with the same philosophy of writing as a 
similarly oriented FYWP that asks students to produce photodocumentaries for a library display 
or a PowerPoint slideshow for a science conference. It is easiest, of course, to treat the 
differences between a prose-on-paper curriculum and multimedia-with-networked-computers 
curriculum as merely incidental choices related to access and inclination. But isn’t literacy more 
fundamental than incidental? Shouldn’t this choice be consequential? 
Technology and media are not yet differentiating factors in writing program design. 
Descriptors like “cutting edge,” “on the trailing edge of the cutting edge” (as Richard Selfe is 
wont to say), or “no where near the edge” suggests an emphasis on technology fads, not literacy 
practice. Technology is, after all, the proverbial moving target. Although the pitch for e-literacies 
 
4 Actually, Charles Moran's chapter appears in Tate, Rupiper, and Schick's table of contents listed on page 656, but 
no part of Fulkerson's discussion acknowledges that chapter. 
4is usually made with the “relevance” card as the earlier quotation from DeVoss, Johansen, Selfe, 
and Williams demonstrates, adopting an e-literacies agenda in pursuit of relevance seems an 
insufficient motive for radically changing writing programs; or, rather, it seems a motive for 
always changing writing programs, risking coherence and consistency. It is apparent that 
instructors and students are doing very different work in the two curricula described above, but 
the theoretical and philosophical significance of an e-literacies agenda is hard to describe. 
Fulkerson’s ability to ignore e-literacies as a factor in FYWP design speaks to the ambivalence 
surrounding technology and media in Composition Studies.  
This ambivalence is perhaps best expressed in Victor Villanueva’s “Preface to the 
Second Edition” of Cross-Talk in Comp Theory: A Reader. Villanueva explains his own narrow 
treatment of technology: 
 . . . [I]t doesn’t appear as if technology has made its way into our theoretical 
discussions. Despite the great work of Cynthia Selfe and Gail Hawisher, not 
much has emerged in our journals that can stand the test of time—not because 
of any shortcoming in our scholars but because of the speed with which the 
things written about become archaic. . . .Technology has been included in this 
version [of Cross-Talk], but not significantly, surely not as significantly as its presence 
in our lives would suggest. (xi, emphasis added) 
 
That a recent synthesis of important scholarly debates and a rubric for categorizing FYWPs do 
not account for technology “as significantly as its presence in our lives would suggest” indicates 
that, against the advice of Cynthia L. Selfe in her chair’s address to the 1998 Conference on 
College Composition and Communication, the field still has trouble paying attention. “As
composition teachers,” Selfe said, “deciding whether or not to use technology in our classes is simply not the point; 
we have to pay attention to technology” (415, emphasis maintained). 
 As Selfe suggests, which technologies to buy and which media to assign are not 
incidental choices, especially in a historical moment characterized by the proliferation of 
personal computing devices and digital media. The differences between requiring an essay, a 
5PowerPoint slideshow presentation, a Web site, a podcast, or a digital video in a first-year 
composition class are not superficial. When an instructor selects a media, she has selected a set 
of learning objectives, cultural artifacts, literacy practices, rhetorical constraints, genre 
conventions, and circulation opportunities that affect what arguments can be made for whom. 
Though that decision cannot be termed philosophical according to Fulkerson or theoretical 
according to Villanueva, it is no less powerful and certainly no less political, no less economic.  
Fulkerson suggests that the three competing philosophies he identifies are harbingers of 
Olson’s “‘new theory wars’“ (681), but this prediction ignores that there will likely be two 
theatres, one for prose-for-page advocates and one for multimedia enthusiasts. The trouble with 
literacy, though, is that it is neither subject to the winner of theory wars nor to the wishes of 
enthusiasts. Literacy changes because people gain opportunities to read, hear, watch, experience, 
and compose different kinds of texts. Digital technologies are increasing those possibilities.  
The purpose of this dissertation is not primarily to anticipate which theater will have the 
last word or to develop an operable e-literacies curriculum. Instead I want to identify what 
information matters when writing programs change and then use that set of narratives as a 
starting point for e-literacies reform that can be adapted in FYWPs with very different 
philosophical and theoretical commitments. I want to discuss e-literacies in terms that move 
beyond relevance toward conceptual understandings of literacy across modes and media. I am 
interested in the touchstones of composition pedagogy that instructors can extrapolate into 
various media and interfaces as inclination and opportunity allow. I fully believe that any single 
writing program’s course offerings will continue to be startlingly diverse in terms of multi-modal 
assignments and methods of a/synchronous communication as different instructors experiment 
with technologies for instructional support and media production. Finding the resonances 
6between the options and narrating the transitions between what instructors already do and what 
they might do with e-literacies is the goal of this dissertation. 
1.1 Background 
 This project emerges from my fascination with the UNC-CH Writing Program, perhaps 
because of all the different roles I have played in it over the last five years. I came to the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC-CH) in the fall of 2000, the first semester of 
the Carolina Computing Initiative, which required all incoming students to own a laptop. 
Although I was too timid to use technology in class during my first semester of teaching, I 
attended the small workshop that gave me access to a wireless classroom and a bag of wireless 
cards for students during the spring semester of 2002. Despite dead batteries, network crashes, 
and malfunctioning cards, I was hooked. I liked the seamlessness of the workspaces, the 
convenience of type and word-processing tools for usual writing classroom tasks, and the 
possibilities for students’ publishing their work.  
The next academic year, 2002-2003, was a watershed year. Because teaching writing was 
the only thing that seemed worthwhile and interesting about graduate school, I transitioned from 
majoring in Southern Literature to Rhetoric and Composition. I added an out-of-the department 
minor from the School of Education in a Ph.D. program entitled Culture, Curriculum, and 
Change, which allowed me to explore broad questions about teaching and learning in 
institutional settings. That year, I also worked as an intern in the Studio for Instructional 
Technology in English Studies (the “SITES lab”) concomitantly with taking Daniel Anderson’s 
seminar in Instructional Technology. During the summer, I attended the Computers in Writing 
Intensive Classrooms workshop (CIWIC or, fondly, computer camp) at Michigan Technological 
University, where I learned that my rather ad-hoc experiences added up to fairly impressive 
knowledge of both technology and pedagogy. I returned to campus to work for two years as 
7Jane Danielewicz’s Graduate Assistant in the Writing Program. During the same period, I also 
served first as a group coordinator who facilitated monthly conversations about teaching and 
later as a Peer Review Committee member who observed classrooms and wrote formal teaching 
evaluation reports. In short, technology has led me to a variety of leadership roles in the Writing 
Program. My fascination with UNC-CH’s program stems from three sources.  
First, the Writing Program was the site where the Carolina Computing Initiative had an 
immediate and lasting widespread effect; the program is still trying to catch up in terms of 
curriculum and teacher evaluation. I have been part of this process in three conflicting roles: (1) 
as a teacher who used technology extensively and assigned Web pages and digital videos because 
they seemed like suitable, even convenient projects; (2) as a writing program assistant who knew 
nothing in the Staff Manual protected me if a student complained to the director or a dean about 
the projects; and (3) as a Peer Review Committee member who recognized that there was no 
way to formally acknowledge or critique all the interesting, complicated things I was doing with 
technology and media. Technology gave me cachet—some students and some colleagues thought 
I was cool (and my projects led to scholarly publications)—but without accountability. What I 
saw as freedom as a teacher looked scary and unsupported from an administrative and evaluative 
point-of-view. Part of the motive of this dissertation then is to reconcile these three 
perspectives. I want to articulate a rationale for using technology as an instructional tool (see 
Chapter 5) and a media production tool (see Chapter 4) that points to ways in which instructors 
can be accountable for supporting student writers (see Chapter 3). 
Second, my fascination has to do with the structure and freedom inherent in the 
program’s design; it gives instructors autonomy within clearly defined boundaries. My 
coursework in the School of Education made me keenly aware of this issue as we discussed how 
state and federal testing limits teachers’ abilities to design lessons around students’ interests or 
8even across subjects. Although there is clearly a difference between an undergraduate degree in 
education and a one-semester course in pedagogy, the principle is the same: The banking model 
of teaching—here’s the course, teach it this way—is no more effective than Freire’s banking 
model of education. Because I have recognized the program’s philosophy in a variety of 
pedagogical and personality guises, I am much more prepared for an administrative position at 
Wesleyan College, which requires coordinating the efforts of seven faculty members from across 
the disciplines who are teaching a common syllabus but separate discussion sessions. Because of 
my experiences in UNC-CH’s program, I know there are multiple ways to achieve any one goal. 
This versatility and sensitivity to a unifying goal is likely my most valuable professional asset. 
Therefore, I am more adept at making suggestions that run counter to my own inclinations as a 
teacher. In this project, I tried to honor the structure-autonomy balance by explaining the 
relationships between scholarly ideas, curricular structures, and classroom practices in the writing 
program as a framework for change (Chapter 2). I have also tried to imitate it in proposing a 
new way of describing course design (Chapter 5). 
Third, the strong service ethic has provoked both my admiration and my frustration. 
Preparing students for college writing seems simultaneously the right thing to do and an 
incredibly limiting thing to do. Chapters 3 and 6 take up these issues at length, so I will only say 
here that I have tried to avoid reproducing the circular arguments that have haunted me. I 
recognize that writing programs are already overburdened with expectations, that many first-year 
students indeed struggle to produce Standard English much less academic arguments, and that 
an e-literacies agenda aggravates rather than ameliorates both conditions. Yet I remain 
convinced that a FYWP that is not paying attention to computers and multimodal communication 
cannot truly be serving students’ best interests. Although it is easy to point to scholars in the 
field whose lead I am following (e.g., I’m thinking specifically of the “Yes Montage” in the 
9“New Media Composition Live” DVD Todd Taylor and Scott Halbritter showed at the 2003 
CCCC in New York), it is no easy task to justify an e-literacies agenda to faculty university-wide 
who have no interest in students’ writing beyond correct grammar. Redefining service so that e-
literacies seemed less a dereliction of institutional duty for the purposes of disciplinary gain has 
been an abiding preoccupation in this project. 
1.2 Overview 
Several FYWP programs have already committed to making first-year students e-
literate5—capable of reading and composing texts in several media. Many programs that have 
not yet embraced e-literacies will do so, though their reasons and resources for doing so will 
differ greatly from the early adopters. This project foregrounds the role of the local writing 
program in making sense of a shifting literacy scene and a complex institutional role. The 
chapters in this dissertation anticipate some of the conceptual gaps administrators will face in 
designing a new program at any institution. It speaks to the dilemmas experienced by programs 
lacking the resources of Stanford University, the vested interests in technology at Michigan 
Technological University or Iowa State University, or the cadre of writing professionals at 
campuses like Purdue and Arizona University. In other words, my work addresses the concerns 
of writing program administrators whose own professional interests do not include multimedia, 
whose staff largely do not consider teaching writing their preferred career, whose campus 
technology resources provide limited access, and whose struggling student writers nonetheless 
need access to the multimodal literacies that their careers and personal lives demand. Re-
orienting such writing programs to teach these literacies entails a thorough re-visioning of what 
student writers need, what writing teachers do, and how writing programs serve the institution. 
 
5 This homophonic usage demonstrates why I chose the term e-literacies over the New London Group's 
multiliteracies," Ulmer's "electracy," or the vexed term "new media." e-Literacy foregrounds how close we all come 
to illiteracy given the rapid expansion of digital technologies and the splintering of the public sphere in a global 
marketplace. 
10 
This project presumes that four conditions are likely to prevail in these writing programs. 
First, they will serve—for better and worse—a diverse population of students who bring to 
college a wide range of experiences with reading and writing print and digital texts. These 
students will be heading toward a broader, more complex literacy scene. Second, access to 
technology, the ubiquity of multimedia, and students’ interests will motivate instructors to 
improvise on prose-only curricula, whether or not the sanctioned curricula change. Third, the 
majority of instructors will likely have few disciplinary ties to computers and writing scholarship 
or to Composition Studies. Fourth, throughout their tenure in program, these instructors will 
face different kinds of classroom set-ups (e.g., labs, wireless classrooms) and course designs (e.g., 
hybrid, distance). Over the course of their teaching careers, the technologies and media of 
choice will change dozens of times. This scenario points to a need for a theory-informed 
framework that provides instructors with a broad definition of writing, encourages a flexible 
pedagogy, and fosters a reflective stance. The scenario also highlights that a key source of 
information for most instructors is the local writing program, whose responsibilities to its 
students, staff, institution, and discipline are always already convoluted. 
1.3 Chapter Summaries 
This dissertation traces an arc from understanding a particular change in a local context 
to articulating strategic components of programmatic and institutional change in higher 
education. The first chapter paints in broad strokes the elements of programmatic change, 
identifying impact points where theory is likely to affect writing program design. The next three 
chapters address a specific impact point, but each chapter anticipates a different primary 
audience and approaches the frame from a different perspective as Table 1 (next page) 
demonstrates. Each chapter is designed to be stand-alone, single pieces that contribute to the 
larger project of smoothing the transition to e-literacies. 
11 
 Table 1. Overview of Chapters 
Impact Points Chapter Audience Perspective 
1. a recognizable scene that 
functions as a metaphor for 
the theory 
3. Negotiating Academic 
Discourse and E-
Literacies 
those who doubt that e-
literacies are consistent with 
traditional FYWP goals 
Academic Discourse is a 
poor way of representing 
FYWP goals. 
2. a concept of instructors’ 
expertise and how to 
display it 
4. an understanding of 
what student writers are 
capable of and how they 
can be challenged 
4. Bridging Alphabetic 
and Non-Alphabetic 
Literacies 
non-specialist instructors 
who need a way of 
addressing media and design 
in the same conceptual 
terms as they address other 
elements of the rhetorical 
situation 
A rhetorical tetrahedron 
provides a visual 
organizer that 
emphasizes the 
relationships between 
author, message, 
audience, and media. 
5. a technical procedure for 
accomplishing a writing 
workshop 
6. a plan for the social 
dynamics of the classroom 
5. Framing the First-Year 
Writing Class as Ecology 
instructors and 
administrators faced with a 
myriad of choices related to 
instructional technology and 
course design 
Thinking of course 
design as building an 
ecology to support 
student writers better 
connects all the 
responsibilities of 
instructors. 
Chapter Two maps theory-driven change in a writing program. To discover how FYWPs 
change in response to theory, I provide a case study from an earlier paradigm shift. Through 
archival research, I trace the historical development of the UNC-CH Writing Program to show 
how assignments and best practices evolved in response to theoretical ideas. Based on an 
analysis of UNC-CH’s Staff Manuals from 1980-2000, the first chapter documents which aspects 
of the program were altered to reflect first the process movement and then notions of social 
constructivism. I focus on explaining how administrators re-imagined the work of writers and 
writing teachers to reflect these theories. I identify seven impact points—topics where theory 
lead to a specific change in practice—that are common in both curricular reforms. For example, 
one impact point is the writing workshop, which before the social turn emphasized only 
modeling but afterward emphasized peer review. The social turn called attention to writing as a 
collaborative act, and peer review was one pedagogical strategy for putting students into a 
community of practicing writers. Briefly, the other impact points address a recognizable writing 
scene, instructors’ authority and expertise, writing assignments, the needs of student writers, the 
social dynamics of the classroom, as well as collaboration and intellectual property. These seven 
12 
impact points are particularly resonant for writing program staff who have tenuous relationships 
with disciplinary conversations about the teaching of writing. Although compositionists are right 
to follow Stephen North in distrusting lore, lore is the operative discourse in writing programs 
staffed by non-disciplinary experts who often lack access to the resources (especially 
compensated time) needed for scholarly inquiry. Thus, when administrators want to see a change 
in practice that is theory-driven, they might begin programmatic change by developing narratives 
that address these seven impact points. 
 Chapter Three, “Negotiating Academic Discourse and e-Literacies,” refutes the 
argument that adding multimodal communication to FYWPs pushes out much needed 
instruction in writing. Writing courses are designed to help students master reflective and 
rhetorical thinking about the writing process and written products. Composition courses—no 
matter their philosophical orientation—teach students to inquire, to research, to make 
arguments for particular audiences, and to revise. In Deborah Brandt’s terms, writing courses 
teach students how to accumulate literacies. This chapter demonstrates how an e-literacies 
agenda for first-year writing is consistent with pedagogical goals that value rhetorical knowledge, 
reflection, and participation in a writing community. 
 While e-literacies extend many of the tenets of composition, they also transform 
rhetorical knowledge to include design principles and media constraints. Before the digital media 
revolution, visual rhetoric has not been taken seriously; now, it cannot be ignored. Chapter Four, 
“Bridging Alphabetic and Non-Alphabetic Literacies,” offers a heuristic of rhetorical terms that 
instructors can use to productively engage students in rhetorically analyzing as well as producing 
of multimodal texts. The heuristic adds media as an essential component of how a composer 
fashions a message for a particular audience. This chapter reviews seven current textbooks for 
visual rhetoric. 
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 Whereas the two previous chapters focused on what and how to teach, Chapter Five 
provides a new lens for thinking about where writing instruction happens. Since most 
institutions offer a course management system like Blackboard or Web-CT, novice writing 
instructors are walking into classrooms made of four walls as well as a virtual interface that 
offers a wide range of possibilities for circulating students’ writing. As Dickie Selfe and his 
coauthors state, instructors are increasingly the “architects of an information ecology” (141). 
Chapter Five, “Framing the First-Year Writing Classroom as an Ecology,” develops this idea and 
connects it with the theoretical frame of developing a plan for the social dynamics of the 
classroom and specifically the writing workshop. I describe course design as creating an 
environment—real and virtual—where students have access to the resources necessary for 
supporting their growth and sophistication as multimodal communicators. 
 Chapter 6, “(Reflections on) Conclusion(s),” steps back from the classroom scene to 
reconsider how this curricular shift toward e-literacies alters a writing program’s relationship 
with its parent institution. This chapter explains how my initial thinking about the relationship 
between an e-literacies agenda and the university service ethic changed throughout the course of 
this project as I read more about writing program administrator’s concerns about technology 
and Abolitionists’ arguments against FYWPs. Although there are considerable disadvantages and 
challenges in transforming a FYWP to teach e-literacies, I remain—in the end—optimistic not 
only about e-literacies but also about FYWPs and university service. 
1.4 Review 
 In this dissertation, I conceptualize change at the level of program design, classroom 
pedagogy, and institutional structure. I develop a rhetorical framework for connecting alphabetic 
and non-alphabetic literacies, support theory-informed practices for teaching with technology, 
and challenge notions of academic discourse and university service. By situating these goals 
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against arguments for abolishing FYWPs, I demonstrate how these programs occupy a prime 
institutional location for preparing students to read and compose the printed page and the 
electronic screen. I offer writing program administrators a way of approaching literacy change 
that builds on composition’s strengths as a training ground for teaching instructors—of many 
disciplinary allegiances—to support student writers. Rather than focusing on innovations in new 
media, I aim to translate what is already known about composition theory and e-literacies into a 
few key narratives. Thus armed, WPAs can articulate theory to practitioners as their programs 
evolve and can advocate change confidently in their local contexts. 
CHAPTER 2 
MAPPING THEORY-DRIVEN PROGRAMMATIC CHANGE 
 Enhancing the teaching of writing and improving student writing is a central goal of 
Composition Studies, and a significant body of research supports these endeavors. Theories and 
ideas about writing that circulate so readily in scholarly publications, however, must be 
interpreted and applied within the unique contexts of a local writing program. Writing Program 
Administrators (WPAs) are largely responsible for redesigning curricula and program policy in 
response to new research and theory. The translation from scholarly idea to workable practice is 
neither straightforward nor smooth, prompting many to lament the gap between theory and 
program design. By focusing primarily on how programs fall short of theory and research, 
compositionists ignore the aspects of a writing program that are particularly responsive to 
scholarship. In this chapter, I want to work from the assumption that new ideas about writing 
impact programs in predictable aspects of its design much like specific body parts are likely to 
touch in an embrace. The primary goal of this chapter is to analyze two cycles of change in the 
history of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s (UNC-CH) Writing Program in 
order to identify the sites at which curricula and teaching practices are likely to reflect new 
scholarly ideas. The resulting map of impact points can help WPAs respond to changing ideas 
about literacy, writing, and teaching. Such a map cannot translate theory and research into 
practice or curricula, but it can help WPAs direct their attention to those aspects of program 
design where new ideas have the greatest impact. 
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Although the map I develop has broader implications, the secondary goal of this chapter 
is to develop a plan for how a writing program might respond to the scholarship on computer-
mediated composition and multimedia production—e-literacies. E-literacies represent not only a 
change in the kinds of texts students consume and produce but also a change in the interfaces 
through which they do their work. Responding to e-literacies is a significant burden for WPAs. 
In their chapter “Writing Program Administration and Instructional Computing” in The Writing 
Program Administrator’s Resource, Ken S. McAlister and Cynthia L. Selfe offer a rationale for being 
pro-active about technology and describe five moments for WPA action: (1) focusing on 
programmatic and curricular goals; (2) focusing on issues of access; (3) focusing on issues of 
administration (assessment, scheduling, computer-classroom design); (4) focusing on 
professional development and support; and (5) focusing on funding. McAllister and Selfe 
demonstrate that programmatic change toward an e-literacies agenda involves many elements—
buy-in, infrastructure, connections across courses, evaluative mechanisms, etc. Their 
recommendations, aimed at the breadth of administrative tasks, provide more warnings about 
being intentional and far-sighted with technology than guidance about how to reconceive a 
writing program’s design to incorporate instructional computing and multimodal 
communication. The translation from scholarly idea to program design and classroom practice is 
rendered opaque in the discussion of administrative duties. Although using the map of 
programmatic change that I propose here cannot make this translation transparent, it brings into 
greater clarity the aspects of a writing program that might change in response to e-literacies. E-
literacies represent a new understanding of writing and the teaching of writing; they require 
WPAs (among others) to develop new narratives about what writing is, how it is taught, and 
how it matters in the academy. By mapping the impact points of theory-driven change, my 
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approach calls attention to aspects of the writing program that a WPA might narrate 
differently—and thus foster programmatic change—in response to e-literacies. 
Though sketching an e-literacies agenda is the teleological end of this chapter, its bulk 
concentrates on the case-study. In Section 1.1, I provide an overview of UNC-CH’s Writing 
Program. In Section 1.2, I describe my method for examining administrative rhetoric and assess 
the strengths and limitations of a case-study based on archived documents for mapping the 
complexities programmatic change. In Section 1.3, I present the map of impact points derived 
from this archival work, identifying how administrators frame theory in terms of the work of 
student writers and writing teachers. I elaborate on the administrator’s role in programmatic 
change in section 1.4. Then, I discuss the impact points when the process movement was 
incorporated into the modes curriculum (Section 1.5) and when the modes curriculum was 
replaced with a discourse communities approach (Section 1.6). I conclude in Section 1.7 by 
outlining how these impact points might function in a new literacy agenda for first-year writing 
programs that accounts for computer-mediated and multimedia composition. 
2.1 The Case: The UNC-CH Writing Program 
Over the course of twenty-five years, the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill’s 
(UNC-CH) administration and faculty have consistently viewed first-year composition as a 
worthy and worthwhile endeavor. The Staff Manual 1980-81 asserts: 
 English 1 and English 2 are the only remaining required courses for freshman 
at the University, and they have survived as viable requirements because two 
University-wide committees, the Merzbacher and Schutz committees, have found 
they render valuable service in preparing students to write at an appropriate level 
everywhere in the University. (10) 
 
The program’s commitment to university service was first formalized in the Staff Manual 1988-
89: “An introductory composition course should then serve two ends: it should encourage 
students to make discoveries through the development of a personal idiom and style while 
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providing them with the practical skills necessary for college-writing” (sic, 57). The UNC-CH 
Writing Program has been clear about its service mission and capable in its execution. Because 
of these accomplishments and the work of many, the new undergraduate curriculum to be 
implemented in Fall 2006 reaffirms the university’s commitment to a two-semester composition 
sequence even as the overall number of Arts and Sciences credit hours necessary to fulfill 
general education requirements is reduced by three. Fully six of the seventeen required hours in 
the new curriculum are devoted to Rhetoric A and B, the new names of English 11 and 12. 
According to the report entitled “Making Connections,” the sequence’s “goals include mastering 
the technical aspects of writing and speaking, incorporating appropriate source materials 
properly cited, learning to read and listen analytically, and to shape arguments according to 
purpose and audience….[as well as] participat[ing] in sustained collaborative projects” (10). 
These goals adequately represent the Writing Program’s workshop-driven approach to research-
based, oral and written arguments; their articulation in the new curriculum is evidence of the 
writing program administrators’ (WPAs) success in making these goals visible and valuable to 
faculty across the university. 
As Carol Hartzog’s case study in the mid-1980s and more recently Barbara Roswell’s 
biographical sketch of 2005 CCCC Exemplar Award Winner Erika Lindemann indicates, UNC-
CH’s writing program has long been recognized as theoretically-grounded and rigorous, 
producing capable student writers and competent writing teachers: Its curricula animate the best 
that has been thought and said in the discipline of composition. Instead of verifying or 
complicating such an assertion, I want to understand how administrators—most notably Erika 
Lindemann—developed two curricula that were clearly informed by scholarship: Where did 
theory touch practice, and what can we learn about the process of programmatic change? My 
purpose is not to advocate that this writing program be emulated, though it is a worthy model. 
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My purpose is also not to critique this program, though several criticisms can be made. Rather, 
my aim is to produce an analysis that maps where two ideas about writing—the process 
movement and notions of social constructionism—affected one writing program’s design. 
2.2 Archival Research and Case Study Methodology 
Louise Wetherbee Phelps in “Turtles All the Way Down” describes the activity system of 
a profession as including disciplinary, collegiate, and workplace scenes. The interpenetrating 
scenes involved in the complex, political work of writing program administration means that 
writing program histories are hard to tell from any single vantage point. Each perspective gives 
short shrift to all but one scene, though it is the dynamic combination of these scenes that make 
the program, in effect, function. 
This chapter is a local story partially told. If this story focused on the collegiate scene, it 
would be an institutional history exploring how this program has continued to find full favor for 
two composition courses—a useful narrative at a time when many schools are reducing uniform 
undergraduate requirements. A workplace perspective might examine the structural changes in 
the Writing Program’s organization: The disappearance of literature faculty from oversight 
committees in the mid-1990s; the hiring of multiple faculty members with scholarly interests and 
ties outside the Writing Program; the creation of a Rhetoric and Composition concentration at 
the Ph.D. level during the late 1990s; and the changes in leadership roles offered to graduate 
students have clearly had an impact. Certainly, one of the disciplinary stories here is the careers 
of the Writing Program directors—Erika Lindemann (1980-90, 1995-2002) and James Williams 
(1990-1995)—who led the two theory-informed curricular reforms that continue to shape the 
program and whose scholarship produced (among scores of other texts) two well-received books 
20 
on composition pedagogy.6 Such a story, as Lindemann pointed out in an interview,7 would also 
include the many program assistants and graduate student instructors whose co-laboring made 
possible pedagogical innovation. These are stories I want to honor, even as the one I tell is 
impoverished by their absence. 
The story I wish to focus on is how a disciplinary scene affects a workplace scene; 
because of the university’s support, the story of curricular reform at UNC-CH is about 
administrative decisions that changed what was taught and how it was taught in the Writing 
Program. I concentrate on the workplace scene for two additional reasons. First, if the number 
of presentations and publications are any indication, the disciplinary scene is rife with talk of 
computers and multimedia. Writing programs too are bustling with several innovative teachers’ 
well-intentioned experiments. Clear methods for scaling-up from these experiments or 
integrating them into a program are missing. Second, if scaling-up and integration happens, it 
happens in the workplace scene. For most writing programs, that scene includes a few rhetoric 
and composition professors and many instructors, usually adjuncts and graduate students, who 
are often awaiting opportunities to teach in another field. I acknowledge this contested situation 
because curricular reform is likely to precede its remedy; thus, administrators must attend to this 
rhetorical context when initiating reform, especially considering the anxieties and hesitations that 
more technology brings. In short, I focus on the workplace because it is where scholarly ideas 
about writing directly affect student writers and writing teachers. 
In order to map the process of theory-driven curricular reform in this scene, I review the 
workplace document that is most readily available and most consistent in the archives of UNC-
CH’s Writing Program: the Staff Manuals from 1980-2000. [For a selected timeline, see Table 2.1, 
 
6 Lindemann, Erika. A Rhetoric for Writing Teachers. (1982, 1987, 1995, 2001 with Daniel Anderson); Williams, James 
D. Preparing to Teach Writing: Research, Theory, and Practice. (1989, 1998, 2003). 
 
7 I interviewed Erika Lindemann on February 11, 2005 in Chapel Hill. 
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page 49]. Although several volumes are missing in this two decade span, there are surprisingly 
few revisions over time. The most significant change in the manuals (and in the program) 
happened in 1988/89, when English 1 shifted from a modes curriculum to discourse 
communities curriculum, and in 1989/90, when English 2 shifted from modes to a disciplines-
based curriculum. Even though the curricular reform altered a significant portion of the 
manual’s text,8 the sections explaining the program’s philosophies are relatively stable over this 
period: “Teaching Composition,” later subtitled “Historical Overview” and supplemented with 
“The Socio-Theoretic View of Composing”; “The Class as a Writing Workshop,” which gains 
“Group Stability” and “Group Structure” and “The Teacher’s Role in the Workshop 
Classroom” over the years; and, of course, “Plagiarism.” These sections and the course 
descriptions from the two curricula are my primary sources. 
Staff manuals are an interesting genre—a heady mix of theory, praxis, protocol, and local 
idiosyncrasies. Manuals are designed to be consulted when planning courses or dealing with 
problem students or problem instructors. In no way do manuals represent what transpires in 
actual classrooms. Part hopeful suggestions, part dictatorial criteria, staff manuals function to 
keep individual instructors with barely checked authority over their courses working toward the 
same goals. They constitute administrative rhetoric. 
Administrative rhetoric has features of several pedantic discourses: employer to 
employee, disciplinary expert to undisciplined novice, and experienced teacher to pre- or mid-
service teacher. A single manual demonstrates these discourses quite well. Taken as a whole, 
 
8 The courses were each piloted for at least two semesters, and weekly calendars were available in the program office 
and printed in the manuals of 1988/89-90/91. After 1992/93, only assignments were included. Removing the 
weekly calendar may be strategic or incidental. All instructors hired during this period completed the graduate 
course English 131. Thus, not publishing a weekly calendar may be a good faith effort to give instructors more 
freedom (or at least less regulation) to work out the new curriculum. Or, printing budgets, time constraints, or 
Williams' leadership style may have led to this change. In any case, the absence of the weekly calendar created more 
opportunities for instructors to be creative and reduced opportunities to appeal to program-wide coherence except 
at the level of overall course structure and pedagogical approach. 
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though, these manuals also demonstrate a discourse of theory-framing, of turning an idea about 
how writing happens into a set of roles and practices teachers and students enact (and 
administrators police) in a composition classroom as part of a writing program. That is, theory-
framing discourse explains how a theory affects what student writers need from a writing course 
and how instructors might facilitate those social and technical activities within institutional 
constraints. A good frame has enough structure to be recognizable, no matter what 
improvisations embellish its basic or standardized shape.  
This chapter argues that, by noticing which sets of practices for staff and students are re-
framed (or re-narrated) in response to theoretical ideas, it is possible to develop a map for 
programmatic change. Since the curricular reforms in UNC-CH’s program were attempts to 
translate theory into program, the Staff Manuals are a good source of theory-framing 
administrative rhetoric and a useful (if limited) starting point for understanding more generally 
how theoretically-driven programmatic change happens. 
2.3 Seven Points Where Theories Impact Programs 
 In an effort to be more precise about administrative rhetoric, theory-framing discourse, 
and impact points, I want to foreground the map of programmatic change that I am proposing 
based on my reading of curricular reforms in UNC-CH’s writing program. 
Curricular reform in UNC-CH’s Writing Program happened when first the process 
movement and then social constructionist theories reframed to the work of student writers and 
writing instructors. Each reform was characterized by a new way of describing the particular 
components of the writing program, which the historical analysis in Sections 1.5 and 1.6 explain. 
Working from the assumption that theory touches writing programs at predictable sites, I 
document the major components of each reform and infer that the following are the impact 
points of theory-driven programmatic change: 
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1. a recognizable scene that functions as a metaphor for the theory; 
2. a concept of instructors’ expertise and how to display it; 
3. a notion of practical writing assignments; 
4. an understanding of what student writers are capable of and how they can be challenged; 
5. a technical procedure for accomplishing a writing workshop; 
6. a plan for the social dynamics of the classroom; and 
7. a perspective on collaboration and intellectual property. 
At these seven impact points, the force of a new scholarly idea about writing was most felt in the 
writing program. This list shows that theoretically-driven curricular reform is not simply a matter 
of changing assignments and policies in a program; rather, theoretically-driven curricular reform 
re-imagines the work of student writers and writing instructors in response to new scholarly 
ideas about writing. These seven impact points are the topics about which instructors need a 
new narrative of good teaching. 
The message here is that successful theory-driven curricular reform is never only 
curricular reform (a change in what a program assigns); a concomitant change in how students 
are taught is also needed so that the conditions under which students write reflect the kinds of 
interactions recognized by the theory. For example, the process approach added more revisions 
of the major assignments in the modes curriculum and introduced a technical procedure for 
teaching writing from student drafts. Social constructivism had a more sweeping effect. After the 
social turn, students encountered different topics and produced different genres of texts; they 
practiced expressing, describing, analyzing, summarizing, and persuading in no particular 
sequence, but in particular social contexts. These kinds of tip-of-the-iceberg changes are 
relatively easy ones to make as an administrator. Employer-employee discourse can accomplish 
such changes in top-down fashion. However, changes only in topics and genres would be a 
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superficial incorporation of theory that, because it ultimately fails to re-imagine instructor and 
student interactions in classrooms, fails to change how writing is taught and learned. For 
instance, writing assignments that encourage students to see the social context of a discourse 
community misses the theoretical point if students are not also asked to participate in a 
community of writers. 
The underwater shifts in pedagogical approach require re-framing major components of 
writing programs at these seven impact points. These new frames leverage programmatic change 
when trusted administrators make clear a rationale for reform. Theory-framing emerges from 
disciplinary expertise, but announces itself in workplace discourse as the ways in which theory 
should be manifest in the work of student writers and instructors. In workplace environments 
where instructors are pursuing different disciplinary allegiances and have few long-term ties to 
the campus, professionalism must be explained in overarching terms of the frames, in terms of 
what good teachers should and should not do. Administrative rhetoric thus makes instructors 
responsible for the frame, whether they choose to own the theory shaping it or not.9
Programmatic change thus requires an ethos that can sustain a discourse of theory-framing. 
Before turning to an analysis of the particular changes in the writing program in response to the 
process movement and social constructionism, I briefly explore how the Staff Manuals 
demonstrate ethical appeals. 
2.4 Building Ethos before Initiating Change 
Although it is self-evident that the ethos of the administrator is a critical component of 
change, it is not equally transparent how to build such ethos. By focusing on the Staff Manuals, I
am not implying that administrative ethos is primarily related to written documentation. Yet, as 
 
9 I think that is important to recognize that owning or not owning the theory has few stakes for someone whose 
membership in the community of composition scholars is of little consequence. Although the manuals provide 
persuasive arguments about the process movement and the socio-theoretic view, intellectual agreement is merely a 
convenience since performative agreement is part of the hiring contract. 
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the most coherent explanation of the program, such documentation is critical considering the 
high rate of staff turn-over and the difficulties of conferencing with busy WPAs; it is often the 
first line of defense when problems arise. Effective documentation can set the tone for the 
program. In this section, I elaborate on the context of the manual and identify the successes that 
made it the number one item instructors would take to another program (Hartzog, 85). 
In 1980 when Lindemann returned to the English Department as Director of 
Composition from The University of South Carolina, she developed a new staff manual. As an 
alumna graduate student in Medieval Studies and the only compositionist in the department at 
the time, her task as a new faculty member overseeing a large writing program was formidable. 
Three strategies are evident: referencing scholarly literature, acknowledging instructors’ 
concerns, and outlining specific expectations. 
The quantity of documented scholarship included in the early editions of this internal 
document is striking. Each manual before the social turn includes a full bibliography, a list of 
recommended readings with annotations, and short review of available textbooks. This strategy 
establishes Lindemann’s authority as a scholar of the teaching of writing. It also creates an entry 
point into this literature for instructors, which was especially important before the graduate 
course in rhetorical theory and practice became a requirement in the mid-1980s. Yet, the primary 
function of this information seems to be fostering a positive working environment by enabling 
instructors to understand the basis for her expectations and goals.  
This function is most evident in “Teaching Composition,” the section providing a 
historical overview that, in various iterations, appears in every volume of the Staff Manual. The 
well-rehearsed argument begins with the “great prestige” of rhetoric, “the oldest discipline in 
Western education” (Staff Manual 1980-81, 2). It moves through the Renaissance’s emphasis on 
the stylistic features of products and the Age of Reason’s codification of language. After tracing 
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the tensions between prescriptive and descriptive grammar through the 1950s, it constructs the 
1960-70’s expressivist’s movement as a backlash against the inclusion of “ain’t” in Webster’s Third 
International Dictionary. The narrative explains how the process movement critiques style, code, 
and product to focus on the behaviors of writers. By the 1990s, this section articulates the socio-
theoretic view of writing. Presenting composition in this way situates the discipline in a historical 
narrative that is largely invisible to those who daily “work in the trenches,” especially when that 
work is a temporary means to a different, (hopefully) permanent end in another career path. This 
historical overview seems out-of-place in the Staff Manual, but it makes distinctions between the 
type of work instructors were doing in literature as graduate students and the work they would 
do in composition as instructors. The goal is two-fold: (1) to acknowledge the “challenging 
double life” (Staff Manual 1988-89, 2) and (2) to be explicit about the purpose of the double life, 
a divided life between literature and composition.  
Three portions of the overview address the literature-composition divide. In the first, the 
“new rhetoricians” are described as 
 educators, distressed about the shortcomings of various approaches to 
teaching composition, [who] took time from their literary research to read 
rhetorical and linguistic scholarship, returning to the profession as composition 
specialists. As their ranks grew and the job market all but collapsed on teachers 
of literature, these “new rhetoricians” began to publish important research that 
helps us understand how students learn to write. (Staff Manual, 1988-89, 3) 
 
These facts about composition’s origins construct the discipline as a fortunate professional 
transformation for literature professors. It is hardly a consoling observation for literature 
students facing the still-collapsed job market, though the earlier expression of sympathy for 
graduate students’ plight blunts the edge of this paragraph considerably. 
Such sympathy, however, did not extend to misunderstanding the work of freshman 
composition, which is not “compelling students to ‘get culture’ or become English majors” (Staff 
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Manual, 1988-89, 4). Another section straightforwardly addresses “why we don’t teach more 
literature in freshman composition,” stating:  
 We exclude poetry, fiction, and drama from composition courses for both 
pedagogical and practical reasons. Writing courses are not literature courses…. 
Writing courses become schizophrenic when the primary focus shifts to ‘things,’ 
to nouns that characterize bodies of knowledge: literary works, rules of grammar, 
‘great ideas.’….However, when we substitute talk about writing, or grammar, or 
literature for actual practice, we deprive students of opportunities to learn by 
doing. (Staff Manual, 1988-89, 3-4, emphasis maintained) 
 
This perspective is recognizable as Lindemann’s position in the Lindemann/Tate debate of 
199510, which was revisited at CCCC’s 200511 and continues to be a defining decision of each 
writing program. Although there is less agitation for literature in composition courses nowadays, 
cultural studies12 and civic discourses vie heavily as the nouns solving what many see as the 
content vacuum of composition. From 1989-90 through the present, this issue is nearly muted in 
the manuals since the shift to discourse communities focuses on how texts work, not on texts 
themselves. Nonetheless, every manual articulates some boundary that puts a check on literature 
graduate students’ ability to co-opt the composition classroom as a pseudo-literature course.13 
Such strong lines in the workplace sand draw clear disciplinary boundaries and demand 
respect, which is especially difficult to muster while living a double life. Thus, in the final section 
of the overview, the Staff Manual recommends: 
 
10 An introduction by Wendy Bishop and reprint of this debate appears in chapter 8, "Two Views on the Uses of 
Literature in Composition" of McDonald and McDonald's Teaching Writing.
11 The session entitled “Ten Years after the Lindemann/Tate Debate: Literature, Composition, and Cultural 
Studies” was led by Christine Farris, Lori Robison, Eric Wolfe, Allison Berg, and John Schilb. Its conclusion was 
that non-canonized literature and popular culture are appropriate subjects for students to write about. Instructors’ 
energies seemed more invested in the “about” than writing. 
 
12 Doug Hesse (Immediate Past CCCCs president), Kathleen Yancey (former CCCCs president), Irwin Weiser (chair 
of Graduate Studies at Purdue University), and Chris Anson (former president of WPA) led a session entitled 
“Anything Goes? The Content of Composition” at MLA 2004 that deconstructed any relationship between cultural 
studies and composition that does not put the center of gravity of the course in moving toward a more complex 
notion of and more rhetorically sensitive practice of writing—particularly writing in digital media. 
 
13 Currently, the limitation is that no more than two readings can be assigned per unit, and those readings must be 
similar in length to students’ writing tasks. 
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Above all, resist, if you can, the temptation to view your teaching as slave labor, 
inferior work to endure unwillingly as you pursue a graduate degree. Your 
assistantship represents an academic appointment in a profession which teaches 
people how to write, a profession with its own traditions, theories, and research, 
a profession which has recently enjoyed much growth and increased prestige. 
(Staff Manual, 1988-89, 4) 
 
Recent scholarship has explored how the division of labor in writing programs have indelibly 
shaped the discipline and affected those associated with writing programs in frustrating ways,14 
and those perspectives certainly provide a thorough critique of institutional structures. In the 
manual, this evocative juxtaposition of literature professor forbearers who were fortuitously 
transformed into composition specialists and graduate students who are constrained to be 
composition instructors en route to becoming literature professors tries to unsettle a typical 
angst. 
The status of composition in the academy is not so much at stake in this discussion, 
though the quantity of research cited in the manual easily supports such arguments. Rather, 
acknowledging the pedagogical and emotional ramifications of the literature and composition 
split in the staff manuals is about workplace dynamics. No matter how instructors view their 
roles, students, departmental administration, and the larger University community see instructors 
as professionals. To insist that teaching composition is a form of professional 
development is to seek allegiance to workplace standards where allegiance to a 
disciplinary or collegiate scene fails. Leveraging theory-driven change in a workplace 
environment where few staff members desire to be part of the community where that theory 
matters requires careful rhetoric. The lesson from UNC-CH’s Writing program is that infusing 
the workplace with new theories can be accomplished by establishing authority through displays 
of disciplinary expertise, by appreciating the challenges instructors face, and by appealing to 
standards of professionalism.  
 
14 See Bousquet, Scott, and Parascondola, eds.  
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Understanding successful strategies for bridging the literature-composition divide 
inherent in the UNC-CH English Department is important because e-literacies reform is likely 
to initiate a technophobe-technophile divide or even prose-multimedia divide. Knowing how an 
administrator effectively negotiated the literature-composition15 divide may help diffuse the 
negative consequences of polarizations. When disciplinary knowledge radically alters workplace 
performance like the process movement and the social turn did (and as the media turn will), an 
administrator’s ability to create a strong ethos keeps a partially-invested audience listening to 
theory-framing discourse—to the narratives that re-frame “good teaching” at those impact 
points where practice and program design can be most responsive to theory. 
In the next two sections, I give a historical account of UNC-CH’s Writing Program 
across two decades, calling attention to the ways in which the process movement and then social 
constructivism were translated into curricular reforms and teaching practices. These theoretical 
ideas led to seven new narratives—or “impact points”—in the writing program: (1) a new scene 
of writing; (2) an altered notion of instructors’ expertise; (3) a different appeal to practicality; (4) 
a revised understanding of students’ needs and abilities; (5) a new approach to writing 
workshops; (6) a different plan for interactions in classrooms; and (7) an altered perspective on 
collaboration and intellectual property. 
2.5 How Process Was Framed in the Modes Curriculum 
Lindemann inherited a writing program organized according to a modes curriculum, 
emphasizing narration, description, exposition, and persuasion. Students who matriculated 
through first-year composition in this decade wrote at least eight assignments per semester (see 
overview in Table 2.2, next page). Like the traditional sequence proposed by Alexander Bain in 
 
15 I am not suggesting that these three strategies are the only ones for negotiating the lit/comp divide (e.g., John 
Schilb in "The WPA and The Politics of Lit/Comp" discusses these issues in more depth); instead, I am only 
suggesting that we might remember these strategies as a model when e-literacies creates factions. 
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the nineteenth century, these assignments were conceived as a ladder, literally scaffolding 
students’ development of critical thinking and rhetorical skills necessary to produce “the 
language of argument [that] is the language of nearly all academic discourse” (Staff Manual, 1988-
89, 78). 
Table 2.2. Overview of Modes Curriculum 
The tightly-structured, weekly sequence prescribed and fully explained by the Staff 
Manuals of 1980-89 described the following modes-based curricula: 
English 11 English 12 
1. a diagnostic essay responding to a 
passage;  
2. a descriptive essay based on an 
observation of a scene or image;  
3. a comparison/contrast essay using two 
items;  
4. a division and classification essay (e.g., 
develop a category system for dreams) 
or a process analysis essay (e.g., make a 
sandwich);  
5. a timed essay exam on a topic selected 
by instructor, perhaps on several texts 
from the reader; 
6. a cause and effect analysis;  
7. a definition of a problem using research; 
and  
8. a self-evaluation essay, reflecting on the 
semester’s work. 
9. a diagnostic essay making a 
policy argument from personal 
knowledge; 
10. an analysis of an assigned 
passage; 
11. a revision of the policy 
argument; 
12. a 2nd personal argument from 
values/definition modes; 
13. a 2nd analysis of an assigned 
passage; 
14. a comparative analysis 
responding to two assigned 
passages; 
15. a research-based argument; and 
16. a book review.  
Under her guidance, these courses were transformed through the process view of 
writing:  
The subject matter of these courses, then, is a process, one that is best taught not 
by talking about it but rather by showing students how to do it and then letting 
them practice it….The primary focus of our writing course is on students, on 
verbs that characterize what writers do: thinking, planning, drafting, revising. 
(Staff Manual, 1988-89, 3) 
 
Thus, the composition classroom became a writing workshop where the key texts were students’ 
drafts. Writers, in this view, are busy, and listening and reading do not make this list of verbs.  
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This view of reading is very familiar because it is one of the program’s most enduring 
characteristics, and it represents an on-going professional debate in the field. The recommended 
weekly schedule in the manuals, however, makes clear that a lot more reading and listening 
happened then than would be acceptable now. For example, English 2 included a required 
rhetoric, and instructors could select from among three choices: Beale’s Real Writing: 
Argumentation, Reflection, Information (now by Anker and in its third edition), Fahrenstock and 
Secor’s A Rhetoric of Argument (still in print in its third edition), or Rottenburg’s The Elements of 
Argument (which is similar to The Aims of Argument, fourth edition, by Cruisus and Channell). The 
Student Guide, a handbook, a reader (one of two options), and full-length book completed the list 
of required texts. Frankly, it is hard to imagine how instructors and students made good use of 
all these quality materials while still making student texts’ central. Yet, the very idea that 
students’ writing could be enough to support an effective writing course represented a 
fundamental, lasting shift in the program’s approach to first-year composition: saying it 
eventually made it so. 
 The most prominent professional agenda in these early manuals is, of course, the writing 
workshop. Not only do the manuals describe what a writing workshop is and how students and 
instructors interact in them, but they also explain how to accomplish it using the instructional 
materials at hand. Instructors were to prepare a typed, edited version of a student’s hand-written 
draft, make Xerox copies for all students, and then facilitate a class discussion of that draft using 
carefully prepared agenda of questions. These questions solicited student responses to specific 
textual features of the draft and connected those features with an adapted version of Robert 
Bain’s “A Framework for Judging,” which was originally published as “Reading Student Papers” 
in College Composition and Communication in 1974 and was subsequently included in The Student 
Guide. The pedagogical rationale as well as the procedure of execution is so specifically, 
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thoroughly, and authoritatively crafted that it requires little imagination to picture the kinds of 
resistance and apathy it was designed to combat. Yet this insistence on a particular pedagogy 
accomplished in a particular way is part of a larger agenda to insist on foregrounding research in 
the teaching of writing at a time when the profession was becoming a discipline and in a place 
where everyone else (graduate student instructors and faculty overseers) was on a professional 
trajectory to write about and sometimes teach literature. 
Other professional agendas in the manuals remain sources of psychic dissonance for 
many who come to composition pedagogy from other disciplines and writing experiences: (1) to 
subordinate “grammar” learning to writing practice and (2) to conceive of writing as an 
epistemic act. The pedagogical approaches articulated so thoroughly in several sections of the 
manual work very hard to dispel the myth that teaching usage a-contextually—that is, not in the 
context of editing a draft after it has been revised several times—prevents surface errors. The 
implication is two-fold: “good writing” is not synonymous with producing Standard Edited 
English, and aiming for the latter through class exercises or marking up drafts is least likely to 
garner the former. After acknowledging that “students will spend most of their time writing the 
papers you assign, and you will seem to spend virtually all yours marking those papers,” the 
section “Marking Papers” states: “The only appropriate purpose for comments is to offer 
feedback and guide learning—to teach” (Staff Manual, 1988-89, 28). To understand that teaching 
writing well means commenting well, which means proofreading little, if at all, requires a 
discipline-specific view of writing and the teaching of writing. It is much easier to proofread 
than it is to teach through comments; likewise, it is easier to produce Standard Edited English 
than it is to write well. A course designed with these premises sheds a different light not only on 
students’ activities, but also on instructors’ role in the classroom. A second agenda is succinctly 
captured in the opening paragraph of the English 1 course description:  
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 Writing is a form of discovery. Through writing we discover—sometimes 
through serendipity, more often through hard work—clarity, purpose, and 
direction in our thoughts. Through the process of composition, in the root sense 
of the word, we ‘put together’ into an orderly whole the world we see. . . . But, 
writing is also a form of practical communication, a means of expressing clearly 
and purposefully our discoveries to others. (Staff Manual, 1988-89, 57)  
 
In the modes curriculum, personal expression was highly valued: “the subjects our students write 
about can just as well come from their own experiences, their own minds and hearts. Respecting 
students’ honest attempts to understand themselves and their world, helping them to express 
what they want to say is difficult but rewarding work” (Staff Manual, 1988-89, 4). This pairing of 
composing and sense-making processes provides a snapshot of writing-to-learn literature, which 
figured prominently in the writing across the curriculum movement. The emphasis on writing to 
discover combined with the aim of sharpening students’ rhetorical sensibilities laid a foundation 
for the social turn in the Writing Program, a turn that dismantled the modes curriculum and 
developed in its place assignment sequences focused on particular audiences.  
2. 6 How the Social Turn Radically Changed the Program 
 The Staff Manual of 1989-90 is the first to refer to writing as “a social activity” in which 
“effective writers participate comfortably in an exchange of information and ideas, always 
working in the context of a ‘discourse community’” (3). This emerging perspective on writers 
and writing led to the only programmatic curricular change since 1980. In 1989/90, English 1 
was completely reconfigured to focus on social, national, and professional communities; the 
following year English 2 was re-oriented to the academic disciplines.16 According to James 
Williams in an interview in March 200517, the times were ripe for change not only in terms of 
disciplinary scholarship in the field but also within the writing program. The completion of 
 
16 English W was also reconfigured in 1988-89, but I chose not focus on it since that course did not (and does not) 
satisfy the composition requirement, though it was (and is) a prerequisite for some students. 
 
17 I had the opportunity to talk with James Williams and Erika Lindemann during CCCC 2005. 
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several semesters of piloting the revised curriculum,18 the accumulation of materials for a reader 
that Williams was co-authoring, as well as Lindemann’s move to the graduate school (making 
Williams the director) likely contributed to the time’s ripeness. The staff manuals, however, 
provide little insight about these broader circumstances.  
What is clear from the manuals is how radically the social turn affected conceptions of 
writing and the teaching of writing. The course description of English 1 (beginning 1988/89) 
extends the discussion of writing as an epistemic act within a social group. The two paragraphs 
articulating this theoretical shift and its practical implications merit full quotation: 
 Writing is a form of discovery….Writing is, in fact, a way of making meaning. 
But writing is also a form of social action. Writing always involves a “self” 
communicating with an “other.” People write because they are members of a 
community, hoping to influence others by what they say. They use writing to 
identify themselves with a group and, sometimes, to alter what the group thinks 
or does. The writing graduate students do, for example, helps them acquire the 
habits of mind and language that enable them to join a professional community. 
Until you have done graduate research papers, taken written examinations, and 
completed a thesis or dissertation, it is difficult to imagine what the community 
expects of you. The community sanctions particular forms of discourse; it 
establishes conventions governing subject matters, audiences, organization, and 
style. To become a member of the profession and to participate in it effectively, 
you must master these conventions. Once they are mastered, you can do things 
with writing to change the community, introducing new ideas and reshaping the 
perceptions and activities of its members. Writing in graduate school, then, 
serves two purposes. It initiates students into the discourse community of a 
particular profession, but it also empowers young professionals to change the 
course of future research and teaching in the field called “English studies” [sic]. 
 So, too, with freshmen. College composition courses are important, not 
because our students “didn’t get it in high school,” but because they have entered 
a new discourse community. They write to acquire particular ways of 
communicating as college students, as prospective scientists, businesspeople, 
historians, teachers. They learn the written “dialects” that these disciplines 
sanction. They practice the forms of discourse appropriate for communicating 
with other members of the community. (Staff Manual, 1989-90, 57) 
 
18 Both revised courses were piloted for at least one year before program-wide implementation by several instructors 
who were elected to serve with faculty on the Freshman Committees overseeing each course. After 1991/92, the 
Staff Manual does not list committees per course composed of faculty and elected graduate students, which suggests 
changes in the purpose and nature of this group. Faculty were last included in 1994/95. By 1995/96, the role of this 
group shifts from overseeing the courses to observing and evaluating all instructors in the Writing Program; in 
1997/98, its name changes to the Peer Review Committee. 
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Providing a new, theoretically-informed narrative about writing that acknowledged instructor’s 
lived experiences, this passage is a perfect example of theory-framing discourse. It explains in 
commonsense terms Marilyn Cooper’s ideas in “The Ecology of Writing” (1985), which is a 
signal text of the social constructivism in composition and one that still appears in the graduate 
program’s required reading list for “Category X. Rhetoric and Composition.” In the concrete 
imagery from mundane life in the academy, the American Romantic view of “writing as an 
isolated, individual process” seems suddenly not only inadequate but also false in comparison 
with the more robust, lively view of community life (Staff Manual, 1989-90, 3).  
In and of itself, this condensation of the social constructivism or, socio-theoretic view, 
which is how the manual names the theory, is hardly remarkable. It says well what is fairly 
obvious if writing can be usefully explained using Burke’s parlor or Kuhn’s notion of paradigms. 
Instead, what is remarkable is how this way of explaining writing became a new way of doing 
business in the composition classroom: The curricular changes, as dramatic as they were, were 
just the tip of the iceberg. 
Practically speaking, the shift reduced the number of assignments from eight to three 
(Table 2.3, next page). But the three assignments included at least two preparatory tasks (called 
feeder assignments), one or more collaborative assignments, and multiple workshops. Initially 
called “clusters” and later “units,” these assignment sequences began with several readings that 
introduced students to the discourse community and the overarching topic, then engaged them 
in field research and library research, and required them to compose something—or  rather, 
anything that fit the expectations of the target discourse community in terms of genre and form. 
The rationale is simple: If social groups organize themselves around problems they define, 
research, and solve in particular ways, then the way to group membership is paved with 
rhetorical analyses that result in oral and textual products meeting group standards.  
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Table 2.3 Overview of the Discourse Communities Curriculum 
English 1, 
beginning 1989-90. 
English 2, 
beginning 1990-91. 
The three cluster projects assigned in 
English 1 included:  
(1) defining the campus community 
through fieldwork and producing 
a document that could be used by 
a group on campus;  
(2) exploring definitions of America 
by first examining tropes of 
nationality and then by learning 
about minorities in order to write 
a manifesto; and  
(3) investigating a professional 
community through fieldwork and 
textual analysis in order to write a 
problem paper. 
The three cluster projects assigned in 
English 2 were designed to help 
students understand the perspective 
requirements of the General Education 
curriculum in the 
(1) natural sciences, 
(2) social sciences, and  
(3) humanities.  
This initiative, paired with the Link 
Program which began in 1990, is touted 
as “writing-across-the-curriculum,” 
though it is perhaps better labeled as 
“writing-in-the-disciplines.” 
Although the term authentic is always dubious in a school setting, these tasks are 
complex, legitimate problem-based learning scenarios. These scenarios position students as 
knowers who are capable of managing their own route to producing a document that could 
circulate among other knowers and lead to particular actions. Unlike most problem-based 
learning exercises, these assignments are not designed to apply or even build content expertise; 
in fact, content expertise (i.e., writing about) was incidental to the process of becoming a 
rhetorically sophisticated participant in a writing group. In other words, though students are 
writing to participate in the problem-solving process of a particular discourse community, the 
problems the composition course and writing group are invested in addressing are writing 
problems: rhetorical analysis, convention awareness, and prose production. Students are 
proximal members of the discourse communities covered by the curriculum, but they are actual 
members of a writing group. The content of the course is the writing problems—global issues 
more than surface errors—students encounter as they practice recognizing a discourse 
community and contributing to its problem-solving process through written and/or oral texts. 
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Yet, negotiating this tension between proximal memberships in discourse communities and 
actual membership in a peer writing group remains a perennial one. 
 Though the theoretical rigor of the discourse communities curriculum was clearly 
articulated in the manuals, the key selling point was its practicality for student writers, specifically 
the academic discourse sequence of English 2. The Staff Manual of 1991-92 states: 
 Studying and writing in the disciplines benefits us and our students in 
significant ways. Besides the cognitive benefits, the focus on academic writing 
makes our pedagogical mission easier. Students are more likely to be engaged in 
studying and producing academic writing because they see those skills as 
immediately practical. We should not overlook our students’ needs and interests, 
especially when they can be harnessed to an important pedagogical goal: helping 
students become more versatile and more conscious writers. (112) 
 
This passage demonstrates the difficulties of keeping both the tip of the iceberg (new 
assignments) and its underbelly (new approaches to teaching writing) proportionately related and 
in sight at the same time. Concentrating on the practicality of proximal memberships in the 
target discourse communities in this curriculum makes it too easy to lose focus on writing 
groups and their problems. 
The rhetoric of “practicality” was no doubt enhanced by the use of The Interdisciplinary 
Reader, a 1992 textbook edited by James Williams, David Huntley, and Christine Hanks. This 
reader, in manuscript and then published form, was used as the primary text of English 2 from 
1990/91 until 1996/97, when it went out of print. According to the introduction for instructors, 
“The Interdisciplinary Reader is designed for writing-across-the-curriculum courses that introduce 
nonmajors to composing in a range of subject areas. . . . It aims to help students acquire the 
academic literacy skills they need not only to ‘survive’ the undergraduate curriculum but to thrive 
in it” (xiv), The introduction to students is even more specific: “One of [the book’s as well as the 
course’s] major goals is a bit more practical than what we find in most composition courses: to 
help you develop the ‘survival’ skills you need to write clear, interesting, and successful papers 
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for the various courses you will take during your years as an undergraduate” (xxi). This reader, 
unlike any before it or since, provided sample assignments collected from professors in many 
disciplines and campuses and featured several student drafts for each assignment. The 
assignments varied in quality “because [students] can anticipate many writing assignments that 
are less than they could be, [so] students need to understand what features [their] teachers look 
for, both consciously and unconsciously, in successful papers” (xxx). Successful and unsuccessful drafts 
were also included so that students could begin to notice what their teachers valued. Carefully 
wrought introductory sections focused on discourse conventions in the target discipline and 
highlighted the rhetorical strategies of student writers. 
The Interdisciplinary Reader balanced the tension between proximal membership in a 
discourse community and actual membership in a writing group by collapsing the two: The 
target discourse community was undergraduate writers in general education courses across the 
disciplines. This collapsing also led the editors to focus on academic writing in terms of 
similarities across disciplines, instead of by its differences: 
 In sample after sample, we saw teachers asking students to interpret facts, to 
explain what they mean wither to someone in a particularly discipline or 
someone outside it. This feature is fundamental. It links the many different types 
of writing in the disciplines and is one of the more important messages of this 
book. Students who understand it will be able to see beyond the superficial 
differences in their writing assignments to the central task at hand: analyzing a 
piece of information and explaining what it means to readers. The explanation, 
the interpretation is always a personal one in the best papers, not one cooked up 
from published sources. It is inherently argumentative in that writers must 
substantiate why their interpretation is reasonable. (xxix-xxx) 
 
This notion of academic writing as the process of identifying facts and interpreting them for a 
skeptical audience exists in a dialectical tension with emphases on appropriate academic genres 
and forms. Knowing how to interpret data is necessary but not sufficient for producing an 
interpretation that satisfies an expert community. Mastery of these basic reading, thinking, and 
writing skills (which the modes curriculum aimed to build in a sequential fashion apart from a 
39 
social context), therefore, can only be effectively demonstrated in the production of recognizable 
forms that suit their rhetorical situations. Or, as the Staff Manual of 1991-92 states: 
Too often, “argument,” “analysis,” and “summary” are taught as transcendent 
skills that can be learned once and then applied to any writing situation. English 
2 assignments require that students write argument, analysis, and summary, but 
these “skills” are used in the service of meaningful and relative context; they 
aren’t ends in themselves. Students must discover that expectations for writing 
are shaped by audience and context. (111-112) 
 
The “practical” discourse communities curriculum then has two related hazards: (1) that 
proximal memberships in a target discourse community can supersede attention to actual 
membership in writing groups, and (2) that critical thinking skills are the same in every discipline 
and yet they also take on very different forms in each discipline. Without The Interdisciplinary 
Reader (after 1997), avoiding these hazards became more difficult since the burden to imagine 
undergraduate writing tasks in the disciplines largely fell to highly creative graduate student 
instructors. 
 One key safeguard against the first hazard of the curricular change was a writing 
workshop that operated on the assumptions of a socio-theoretic view of writing. Even though 
workshops had been in use for a nearly a decade in the Writing Program, “The Class as a 
Writing Workshop,” which was first included in 1989-90, described a wholly different 
conception of the instructor’s role in the workshop and a much more expansive view of the 
purpose and functions of writing groups: 
 A successful workshop environment assumes that writing is always taking 
place. Some writing project is always in process. At all times, students are 
producing their own texts, evaluating one another’s texts, or analyzing texts 
written by classmates or “outsiders.” A workshop environment assumes that 
students work with one another: planning, writing, analyzing, evaluating, revising, 
rewriting, editing, reading, rereading, and publishing. In short, the workshop 
environment assumes that writing is a recursive activity engaging a writer in 
discovering and making meanings. The final product is final only in the sense 
that a publication or due date has arrived. Even though the suggested syllabuses 
for English W, 1, and 2 necessarily present a linear sequence of assignments, 
readings, and writings, your plans for each class must recognize that students will 
40 
not produce writing in a neat, lockstep series of drafts. Rather, in a writing 
workshop groups of students will be writing and discussing writing that at any 
given time is in various stages of development. Not all students will have 
produced the same sorts of drafts at the same times. As teachers, we outline the 
assignments and help students define the boundaries of their writing projects. 
We also guide the students’ work by suggesting tasks, strategies, and approaches 
that will enable students to accomplish assignments successfully. But we must 
permit students and groups to make choices, take control, and assume 
responsibility for completing a project. The workshop fosters such attitudes of 
responsibility. (Staff Manual, 1989-90, 25-6) 
 
Reading this passage from our vantage point in history obscures its radical nature. Yet, consider 
its celebratory vision of willy-nilly collaboration against the “lockstep” modes curriculum where 
six building blocks of critical thinking were covered before a problem essay was assigned. To 
assume that students would follow a different schedule in finishing the task must have been (and 
may still be) a terrifying prospect akin to being asked to direct a three-ring circus without a whip, 
bullhorn, or top hat. 
 The Staff Manual translates the socio-theoretic view into a series of workshop practices 
that change instructor’s role and expertise in the classroom: 
• Establish diverse groups; if these groups are not permanent, be sure each configuration 
has time to “find a comfort zone” (Staff Manual, 1989-90, 26). 
• Act “as the senior resource person. . . . [to] define broad goals and establish boundaries 
for activities” (Staff Manual, 1989-90, 26). 
• Focus group activities on student writing; even if the objective is to analyze a 
professional model, the collaborative task should ask students to consider each others’ 
written/oral responses to the model instead of the model itself. 
• Set group tasks that generate dialogue about writing tasks and produce written synthesis 
of these comments. 
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• Intervene in group work when students are off-task or when asked. Otherwise, give 
students the freedom to work through their own struggles. 
• Shift between group activities (20-25 minutes) and whole class discussions (5-10 
minutes) with regularity. 
• See or hear a portion of each student’s writing every class period. 
• Conference often, in class and out of it. “Your comments on students’ writing while it is 
being done will be much more effective than the marginal comments you write after the 
fact” (Staff Manual, 1989-90, 28). 
This set of behaviors constitutes best practices, certainly; but it also frames theory by identifying 
the types of support necessary to nurture communities of student writers. These practices imply 
that student writing groups have a set of needs that were not visible under the process-imbued 
modes curriculum: 
• to encounter difference, not to be isolated from it or by it;  
• to shift activities, not focus; 
• to have minutes, not hours; 
• to be given direction, not micromanaged;  
• to be taught strategies, not prescriptions;  
• to learn options, not solutions; 
• to write and talk, not read and listen; and  
• to receive immediate feedback from many individuals,  
not delayed evaluation from one. 
The most tangible evidence of these goals in action is a new technical procedure for teaching 
writing from student drafts. 
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Whereas previous manuals emphasized instructor facilitation of class discussion on a 
single draft (modeling), manuals after 1989 identify the major aspect of workshops to be what 
students say to each other—aloud and in print—about their writing (peer review). Instructors 
are therefore teaching student writing groups how to be a mostly self-monitoring writing 
community accomplishing unique argumentative research and presenting it orally and textually at 
various stages in the process; in other words, they are teaching students how to participate in a 
discourse community. 
Technically speaking, instructors’ prepared list of questions for class discussion become 
workshop sheets. A modeling session demonstrates for the whole class how to use the questions 
to generate constructive comments on a sample student draft. Then, peer reviewers complete 
these sheets for one or two of their group mates’ drafts. Next, authors use peers’ responses to 
revise. And, once a final draft and all drafting materials have been submitted, instructors use the 
sheets to assess both the author’s revisions and peer reviewers’ suggestions. The procedure now 
seems a bit old hat—and it is certainly not unique to UNC-CH’s Writing Program—but it 
formulated a recognizable activity that would make the socio-theoretic view of writing part of 
daily classroom life. 
This new procedure for workshops had another “practical” benefit. In model-driven 
workshops, students—guided by the instructor’s thoughtful questions—are exposed to one 
additional writer’s approach and participate in a collective critique of such approach. In model-
plus-peer-review workshops, students are exposed to several writers’ approaches and participate 
in one collective critique as well as one or more individual critiques. Being positioned as both 
author and critic gives students two different ways of noticing successful and unsuccessful 
rhetorical strategies. The quantity of drafts generated and reviewed gives student writers the 
most opportunities to operate at the upper boundaries of their current abilities.  
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In this configuration of writing groups and the assignment sequences, students are first 
and foremost colleagues exploring similar topics and, less frequently, teammates producing the 
same document. Collaboration is in the process, not the product. Students’ primary 
responsibilities lie in being good writing group members, not in successfully approximating the 
textual productions that would earn them membership in a target community. Expertise thus lies 
in rhetorical sophistication, not in content mastery. 
Although compositionists have (rightly) complicated this picture of peer review, such 
critiques too quickly dismiss prior conception of students’ interactions. In the staff manuals, this 
distinction is poignant in the description of plagiarism. In 1988-89, the manual had this 
comment about students getting help from peers: 
 The fine line between plagiarism and the broad learning experience available 
from what it is now fashionable to call the “peer group” is one you will have to 
clarify for your own students. . . . Draw for them the fine line between letting 
Mary say, “It doesn’t seem well organized,” and letting Mary explain exactly how 
paragraph two should be linked with paragraph three, or which participles 
dangle. We see no sensible way to prohibit students’ learning from friends which 
words are spelled incorrectly, and we cannot set up standards which only 
Jehovah—seeing into the heart of students—could enforce. . . . [T]here is a built-
in structure against plagiarism. Many students will discover early that following a 
roommates’ advice on composition is no better than permitting the blind to lead 
the blind. If you can make students see that improving their own skills is a 
survival matter at the University, where they may write many papers and many 
examinations, and if you are candid with them about their problems and their 
areas of growth and improvement, you will be emphasizing the personal 
achievement which often does more than anything else to work against 
plagiarized writing. (Staff Manual, 1988-89, 19, emphasis maintained) 
 
After the social turn in 1989-90, the paragraph was revised: 
 … [Y]ou should note that there is a fine line between plagiarism and the kind 
of collaboration that characterizes writing. We use a workshop methodology in 
the Writing Program, and it stresses drawing on the input the teacher and other 
students can give on every composition. We also encourage students to seek 
feedback from people outside of class to help them revise their papers. Such 
feedback may take the form of ideas and/or structural suggestions, that, in a strict 
sense, may constitute plagiarism every time students write, unless they document 
the source of these suggestions. 
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 Dealing with this fine line is difficult, particularly when considering the 
collaboration that characterizes our writing workshops, because ideas and 
suggestions for improvement may be said to enter the “public domain” the 
moment they are uttered in class. What’s in the public domain cannot be 
copyrighted, which means that the question of proprietorship is irrelevant. 
Moreover, it’s possible to identify a level at which all education and all learning 
owes a debt to the wisdom and insight of others, yet we generally don’t label the 
educational process as plagiarism. In fact, most teachers understand, tacitly, that 
formal learning consists of internalizing ideas, perspectives, language, and values 
of others—teachers and authors—to such a degree that they become one’s own.  
We can—and do—distinguish between input that helps students revise papers 
and input that appropriates the writing. We must guard against appropriation, by others 
and by ourselves. (Staff Manual, 1991-92, 19-20) 
 
In the socio-theoretic workshop, the blind receive their sight. No doubt, the on-looking Jehovah 
smiles. Beyond the overdrawn characterizations, these two passages construct the educational 
enterprise in disparate ways. In the first, education is a matter of personal achievement, of 
accumulating the correct toolkit and using it well; in the second, it is a matter of internalizing the 
public domain, of becoming an ethical member of a discourse community. This collaborative 
version of education complicates the “strict” sense of plagiarism as those things not the unique 
property of the individual writer; hence, a new term, appropriation, provides a different 
standard, which is eventually codified in the 1998-99 Staff Manual as: 
 If the student “held the pen”—that is, wrote the words and made the choices 
about what to include or omit from a paper—the paper “belongs” to the student. 
In this way, we can—and do—distinguish between input that helps students 
revise papers and input that appropriates another’s writing. (18) 
 
This discussion of plagiarism is a good example of how a new idea about writing should call into 
question assumptions about writing and teaching writing. Teaching students to internalize the 
criteria of good writing by giving feedback is a certainly a definitive shift from distrusting 
students’ ability to give each other good advice. The degree to which the curriculum and best 
practices were reformed—or at least more clearly articulated—to embrace writing as a social 
activity exemplify theory-framing discourse at its best. 
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2.7 Impact Points in the Process Movement, Social Turn, and Media Turn 
As this story of curricular reform from the staff manuals shows, the legacy of the two 
decades from 1980-2000 in the Writing Program is pedagogically rich and theoretically rigorous. 
At the core of the program has always been a commitment to do right by the undergraduate 
writers who are required to take these courses. How to do right by them, how to orchestrate 
classrooms taught by graduate students to meet students’ needs as capable language users 
transitioning to a college setting, has been an endeavor informed by disciplinary expertise and 
accomplished in administrative rhetoric. Dramatic changes in the assignments, the required 
reading lists, the workshop formats, and the value of collaboration can all be tied to the process 
movement and the socio-theoretic view of writing. As administrators interpreted theory for the 
program, they offered new narratives about writing and teaching writing that showed non-
specialists how theory applied in their classrooms.  
In this chapter, I have developed a different approach for understanding programmatic 
change. By reading the theory-framing discourse of the Staff Manuals with the assumption that 
theory touches practice in predictable ways, I identified “impact points.” A comparison of the 
narratives involved in the two theory-driven curricular reforms reveals that seven impact points 
are common to each reform: a scene of writing, an instructor’s role, the practicality of writing, 
student writers’ abilities, the writing workshop, classroom dynamics, and intellectual property. 
In the process-imbued modes curriculum, the metaphorical scene was writer’s litter—
drafts and scratch paper strewn hither and yon (or rather filed in manila folders provided by the 
program). Such a view was practical because constant revision enabled students to reinforce the 
cognitive skills that formed a solid foundation for the next assignment. Student writers could 
improve or grow, which implied a developmental progression that was both cognitive and social. 
Workshops were modeling sessions conducted using copies or transparencies. Though groups 
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were included, class discussion moderated by the instructor was the central social organization. 
Collaboration was fairly limited (if not discouraged), and the emphasis was on doing one’s own 
work. In this classroom, the instructor’s expertise was Socratic intervention—that is, asking 
questions that illuminated rhetorical problems in student writing and generated consensus about 
the rubric. 
In the process-imbued discourse communities curriculum, the scene was a draft-littered 
conference room connected to similarly littered individual offices, enabling easy movement from 
private to group space. Seeing writing as an act of participation in a particular discourse 
community was practical because it was how writing happened everywhere, especially in the 
discipline-divided academy. Student writers formed writing groups. They were thus capable of 
being good reviewers of peers’ work. Their unfamiliarity with discourse conventions could be 
remedied by conducting rhetorical analyses, critiquing multiple drafts from several peers, and 
developing a reliable ear for usage problems. Workshops gave student writers time to engage 
these skills, and modeling was of lesser value to this activity than peer review. Collaboration in 
the process of thinking, drafting, and editing produced rhetorical sophistication; only the 
appropriation of others’ ideas was not condoned. Instructors’ primary goal was to create 
opportunities for groups of writers to do their work, providing the needed resources and 
support (which might include Socratic intervention) at critical moments in the process. 
The descriptions above demonstrate that, although there is a sizable gap between 
theoretical research and program design, theory can have a significant effect on certain aspects 
of program design. The map of “impact points” suggests that, when an administrator wants to 
initiate programmatic change, she might begin by reframing or developing a different narrative 
of the seven topics. Although this map does not provide a formula for transforming theory into 
practice, it identifies the aspects of writing programs where new scholarly ideas about writing can 
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penetrate. Certainly, programmatic change requires much more than providing a new narrative 
about writing and teaching writing—not the least of which is credibility and clout. Yet, the 
challenge initiating programmatic change is daunting because it is unclear where to start as well 
as where to stop. The seven impact points solve the former. 
In order to demonstrate how the map of programmatic change might be used to extend 
a new idea about writing into curricular reforms, I want to show how the impact points can be 
use to sketch an e-literacies agenda. Instructional computing and multimedia production invites 
a new metaphor for writing, and the appropriate scene imagines writers using digital tools to 
research, compose, revise, and publish their work in a number of media. In this new paradigm of 
writing, instructors’ expertise must not only help students develop rhetorical sophistication in 
a variety of media for several communities but also become critical, savvy users of technology. 
Such expertise is not primarily technical; instead, it represents a thorough understanding of what 
student writers need—including how to access troubleshooting resources—in order to fill a 
blank page or screen many times as a project evolves. The shift to media production is practical 
because there is no indication that writing will return to the single mode of text in non-electronic 
media. Further, students are, to use Marc Prensky’s term, “digital natives,” and they bring a 
range of functional and dysfunctional approaches to media production tasks (2005). By building 
on their literacy skills in digital media, instructors can intensify students’ engagement in the 
writing process, emphasize rhetorical sophistication, structure collaboration activities, and 
provide frequent feedback as projects develop. In order to manage this complex classroom that 
includes students, computers, and network resources like a course management system, 
instructors need to plan for the social dynamics of the classroom as if it were an ecology—a 
microclimate where writers need ready access to a range of information sources, their own 
archive of electronic drafts, and able reviewers. This ecology requires an online workshop 
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procedure as well as a plan for synchronous and asynchronous communication. Re-imagining 
writing as media production also means more clearly defining the public domain, intellectual 
property, collaboration, appropriation, and plagiarism.  
As the sections above show, fully elaborating the impact points into narratives of good 
teaching that can circulate in a writing program requires a lot of expertise and work. The value of 
the impact points, however, is that it directs this work not by telling how to translate theory into 
practice but by showing where to expect theory to touch practice. The three main chapters of 
this dissertation continue developing an e-literacies curriculum for first-year writing programs by 
responding to three of the seven impact points. In Chapter 3, “Negotiating Academic Discourse 
and e-Literacies,” I describe on the metaphorical scene of writing in the digital age and discuss 
how that scene challenges the ways in which writing programs have described what they teach. 
In Chapter 4, “Bridging Alphabetic and Non-Alphabetic Literacies,” I address many instructors’ 
lack of expertise with the vocabulary of design and with treating medium as a significant part of 
the rhetorical situation. In Chapter 5, “Framing the First-Year Writing Course as an Ecology,” I 
develop the concept of an ecology and identify ways of making the information architecture 
work well for student writers.  
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Table 1. Timeline of UNC-CH Writing Program from 1980-2000.
Year
1980-1988
1988-
1989
1989-
1990 1990-95 1995-2000
Director Lindemann Williams Lindemann*
Scholarly Idea or Theory Process Social Constructionism
First-Semester Curriculum Modes plus process; 8 assignments Discourse Communities: Pop Culture, Public Discourse,
Professional Discourse (3 units/clusters with 2 feeders each)
Second Semester Curriculum Modes plus process; 8 assignments The Disciplines as Discourse Communities:
Natural Science, Social Science, Humanities
(3 units/clusters with 2 feeders each)
Note: The Link Program began in 1990.
1st semester. 1988-90: Student Guide, 1of 3 handbooks, 1 of 2
readers, dictionary
1991-2000: Student Guide, handbook, dictionary; Elbow &
Belanoff’s Sharing and Responding is optional.
Textbooks Student Guide, dictionary, 1 of 3
rhetorics, a reader, and full-length
novel
2nd semester. 1989-90: Student Guide, handbook, optional
choice, and “Readings Across the Disciplines” coursepack
1990-97: Interdisciplinary Reader replaces coursepack
Thereafter: only Student Guide, handbook, dictionary
Notable changes in Freshman Committee (FC) per course includes Literature
faculty.
1991/92: Committees per course
disappear. After 1994/95, faculty
disappear from FC. In 1997/98.
the group is renamed the Peer
Review Committee (PRC).
Notable Staff Manual changes First edition, 1980. Significant revisions due
to curricular changes.
In 1992/93, weekly calendars
disappear.
*1998-99, Jane Danielewicz served as Director of the Writing Program and Todd Taylor as Assistant Director. No significant changes
to the program were made during this year.
CHAPTER 3 
NEGOTIATING ACADEMIC DISCOURSE AND E-LITERACIES 
Considerable momentum for multimedia production exists in the field as digital 
technologies expand opportunities for combining text, images, sound, and motion in easily 
distributed media. There is exciting scholarship on social networks, visual rhetoric, aural rhetoric, 
new media, computers and writing, video games—just to name a few. This momentum stops 
short of systemic implementation in most first-year writing programs (FYWPs), though there are 
notable exceptions like Michigan Technological University, Stanford University, and The Ohio 
State University. Nowadays, access is not the brake for most schools given the overall 
investments in technology at colleges and universities across the country. The momentum stops 
for so many programs because it is unclear how an e-literacies agenda relates to academic 
discourse, how it prepares students for college writing. If e-literacies do not serve the purposes 
of the writing program, why bother securing access, retraining staff, and reforming the 
curriculum? Questions like this one create an uneasy dichotomy between academic discourse and 
e-literacies, labeling the latter as a siren’s song. Three observations complicate this perspective. 
First, preparing students for the writing tasks assigned to them in college is likely 
woefully inadequate preparation for their post-graduate lives. No discipline, profession, or 
discourse community has fully formalized multimedia genres; these emergent forms, however, 
have no less cachet in public discourse, professional communities, mass media, and personal 
communication. Waiting for conventions in other disciplines to stabilize before assigning 
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multimedia projects in a FYWP is a waste of expertise and opportunity. Students—the ones with 
material and social access—are certainly not waiting on the rest of us. 
Second, the textbooks on my shelf that already feature visual rhetoric and multimedia 
were composed by writing professors—members of the academy—for college students, people 
matriculating through the academy. To dismiss assignments as “not academic” because they 
invite students to read and compose forms other than printed prose is myopic because it too 
easily privileges a few forms. It is also insulting because it too handily marginalizes these 
colleagues. 
Third, and most importantly, academic discourse is a perverse term, riddled with 
meanings both generic and specific. Exactly what academic discourse is, how to teach it, and 
where it should be learned is highly contested, and composition’s views are neither the loudest in 
the fray nor the most unified. “How is this assignment consistent with what other professors 
assign or expect of undergraduates?” is a very different question from “How does this 
assignment promote academic inquiry?” This distinction is too rarely made. 
As a rhetorically-trained writing instructor interested in how required writing courses can 
respond to the digital revolution, I see academic discourse as doubly-binding: It binds me to a 
panoply of standards that frustrate my best efforts, and it binds against emergent forms of 
writing that I am uniquely qualified and positioned to teach in the general education curriculum. 
The term “academic discourse” evokes too many negative portrayals of writing, masks too many 
strengths of composition pedagogy, and limits too many kinds of textual production. I cannot, 
therefore, in good conscience teach academic discourse anymore. 
In this chapter, I want to explain the dilemmas academic discourse represents for me and 
describe what I would rather teach in first-year composition courses. I use academic discourse as 
a strawman, but the straws I pull deserve conflagration. By exploring five interpretations of 
52 
academic discourse, I show that composition pedagogy is effective because of its approach, not 
its target. Then, I argue that this efficacy is best invested in courses prioritizing inquiry-driven, 
research-based arguments in several media. 
3.1 The Dilemmas Represented by Academic Discourse 
Exactly what qualifies as “academic discourse” is fairly difficult to pin down, especially 
when that term is used in a faculty senate as opposed to a WPA breakfast. Sometimes the term 
means the maddeningly generic “academic essay,” and other times it means the forms exchanged 
among colleagues (e.g., the IMRaD structure used in science articles). It is easier though to 
recognize what does not count, like fiction, poetry, and drama. Everyone seems to agree that 
creative literary texts are not part of the college syllabus most students should master. Beyond 
the distinction between the academic and the creative, academic discourse seems a blurry 
construct, confused even more by discipline-specific and professional writing. 
Historically, I understand how academic discourse brought credibility to writing 
programs as well as coherence to writing assignments and the college experience of an 
increasingly diverse student population.19 David Bartholomae’s landmark article “Inventing the 
University” makes clear that students need to be explicitly taught the operant conventions in a 
discourse in order to participate successfully in that discourse. I identify with Patricia Bizzell’s 
concerns in Academic Discourse and Critical Consciousness as she worries about the implications of 
Standard Edited English for basic writers entering the academy and the effects dominant 
discourse might ultimately have in stymieing critical consciousness and social justice.20 
Nonetheless, equipping students to be effective communicators by demystifying opaque 
 
19 This history is elaborated and condensed in many texts such as James A. Berlin's Rhetoric and Reality: Writing 
Instruction in American Colleges, 1900-1985; Robert J. Connor's Composition-Rhetoric: Backgrounds, Theory, and Pedagogy;
and, most accessibly, in "A Brief History of Rhetoric and Composition" in any edition of The Bedford Bibliography for 
Teachers of Writing.
20 These concerns are part of a much larger discourse on basic writing (e.g., Shaughnessy, Rose, Horner and Lu, 
Smitherman, Delpit) and critical theory (e.g., Freire, Giroux, Shor, Clifford and Schlib, Luke and Gore, Lee). 
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expectations and processes seems foundational to a writing program. Of course, this same 
foundation supports a number of curricular models, including critical/cultural studies, 
expressivism, rhetorical approaches, literature-based writing courses, and service learning. Still, it 
makes sense to me that a first-year composition course in any of these models should introduce 
students to research in an academic library, to argumentation in written and spoken prose, to 
collaborative learning, and to writing processes, especially feedback-driven global revision. 
Students need practice in “reading” rhetorical situations across several discourse communities 
and guided practice in entering those conversations appropriately. These are skills that will serve 
students well in college and beyond. Yet, without learning these skills in several media, this list 
strikes me as insufficient for the literacy practices students already use and will continue to use. 
The question that gives me pause is this: Is the academy a good audience for student writing in 
any media, a good environment for learning to write?21 Four answers dissuade me: rump genres, 
code switching, jive, and the gold standard. 
Academic discourse is certainly, if disappointingly, the types of writing assigned and 
produced in college. Studies22 that have followed students across several semesters and courses 
tend to arrive at the same disappointing conclusion as Elizabeth Chiseri-Strater in Academic 
Literacies: The Public and Private Discourse of University Students:
Like reading, the main goal of writing in most university classrooms is still 
limited to the transmission of information, from the student to the teacher (who 
usually already knows it), through the constrictive format of term papers or essay 
exams. Such transactions use language as the material exchange of words for 
grades. (161, italics maintained)  
 
21 For a book length "No, but it might be" response to this question, see Richard E. Miller's As If Learning Mattered: 
Reforming Higher Education, which develops the idea of a "hybrid persona of the intellectual-bureaucrat" through a 
review of four educational reform movements. 
 
22 A similar and more recent study is reported in Marilyn S. Sternglass's Time To Know Them: A Longitudinal Study of 
Writing and Learning at the College Level. Also, Aviva Freedman's "The What, Where, When, Why, and How of 
Classroom Genres," Cheryl Geisler's "Writing and Learning at Cross Purposes in the Academy," and Petraglia's 
"Writing as an Unnatural Act" also discuss the problems of rump genres. 
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In The Designs of Academic Literacy: A Multiliteracies Examination of Academic Achievement, Michael 
Newman describes these transactions as embedded in an information rich virtual environment 
of “enormous complexity and ill-structure [that] resolv[es] itself in the only way it can for 
humans—as a game-like system” (30); “in each game,” he states, “students are players who are 
given (1) access to some information, though this may be very abstract; (2) some guidance as to 
what to do with it; and (3) mechanisms to display it for points” (169). Those mechanisms, when 
writing is involved, are usually rump genres23: short answer essay questions, expository essays, 
reflection essays, response papers, reading journals, research papers, timed exams, et cetera.  
Part of my unrest with the term “academic discourse” is a learned reaction against this 
impoverished view of writing. I say learned reaction because I like writing for points in school. 
Doing it well enough has, after all, gotten me this far in the game, and it is hard to reject a 
concept of school writing that seems so reliable. But, as I think about how my professional life 
as a writing instructor is implicated in this game, I feel a little nauseous. Writing rump genres 
well means so little outside of school. Do not get me wrong, such writing tasks have a place in 
the educational process. Writing a double-spaced, one-page response paper every day for a 
month in a summer school literature class from the hardest professor at my college did in fact 
teach me to produce a strong literary analysis in few words. I learned the lesson of insightful 
brevity—one I have since, regrettably, forgotten—because I really believed in the game, and 
believing made the effort of writing the response paper well every day worthwhile. Most 
students are less willing to suspend disbelief than I am. They see through the rump genres and 
conclude an “A” is not really worth the effort and subsequently decide that the work of writing 
well also is not worthwhile. The former is likely accurate; the latter is what makes me queasy 
with grief.  
 
23 Doug Hesse uses the term "rump genres" in his forward to David Smit's The End of Composition. I am unsure of 
the term's origins. 
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Writing is more than display just as the game of school is about more than grade point 
averages. But these are hard narratives to resist, even for the so-called pomo kids who do not 
seem to believe in much. Rump genres certainly will not do the job. In composition-speak, 
writing for points in school denies the epistemic and exploratory possibilities of writing as well 
as any sense of how writing accomplishes work or change or social formation—however you 
want to construe all the ways writing matters in particular contexts. The predominance of rump 
genres has been challenged on many fronts by the socio-theoretic view, writing-to-learn 
initiatives, emphases on process, and encouragements to assign authentic writing tasks by 
composition’s professional organizations and specifically through the writing-across-the-
curriculum movement. By rejecting academic discourse as description of my teaching, I signal 
that I—like everybody else I know—do not want the value of my course to be measured by 
students’ ability to write-for-points-through-mastery-of-rump-genres. 
If I step back far enough though, I see that rump genres and authentic writing tasks 
share a preoccupation with interpretation or argument. I can feel better about academic 
discourse as argument (and more hopeful about the game). As my own experience in school 
suggests, students who learn to play this game well—who learn to marshal evidence in service of 
a thesis no matter what the assignment said to do—succeed. In fact, I use handbook sections 
and hand-outs every semester to teach students see what this game is about by showing them 
how to read writing prompts. Most first-year students find it astonishing that summarizing is not 
at all objective and that owning up to one’s interpretive frame requires more than attending to 
the first sentence of every paragraph plus the conclusion of a document. They find Linda 
Brodkey’s “generic corrective display thesis” illuminating and immensely helpful for the work 
they are being asked to do in college: “A good many scholars/critics have concluded X, but X 
ignores Y, which is essential or critical for understanding Z” (540). I have stopped 
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congratulating myself about these accomplishments though. Even if I think about it in the 
contested terms of students’ development of reasoning abilities per Perry or Baxter Magolda or 
the Belenky collective,24 students’ recognition that “everything is an argument”—to follow 
Andrea Lunsford’s textbook title—is such a far cry from being able to produce the specialized 
discourses of the academy. Knowing to argue and becoming familiar with strategies of argument 
are significant developmental steps, like crawling, but who will teach students to run? 
In view of the contradictions inherent in aiming for something general like argument and 
impossibly specialized like academic discourse, I find myself repeating Peter Elbow’s pretzel-like 
logic in “Reflections on Academic Discourse.” He says, memorably: 
 I love what’s in academic discourse: Learning, intelligence, sophistication—
even mere facts and naked summaries of article and books; I love reasoning, 
inference, and evidence; I love theory. But I hate academic discourse. (95) 
 
He defines academic discourse as how academics talk to each other, and he grapples with the 
need to help students approximate this discourse so that they can be successful in college against 
the reality that “life is long and college is short” (96). I would express that sentiment a little 
differently: Life is wide and long, and college is narrow and short. No matter how it is stated, 
academic discourse has a shelf life for most students, and few guarantees besides. Thus, Elbow 
contends (and I agree) that teaching nonacademic discourse may be just as practical as teaching 
academic discourse.  
He is quick, however, to acknowledge that academic discourse institutionally galvanizes 
first-year writing programs. The problem, Elbow states, “is that we can’t teach academic 
discourse because there’s no such thing to teach” since each discipline and subfield has its own 
mystifying way of speaking to each other (98). Writing-Across-the-Curriculum (WAC), advanced 
Writing-In-the-Disciplines (WID), and linked course initiatives work against these mystifications, 
 
24 I refer here to intellectual development schemes developed by William G. Perry, Marcia Baxter Magolda, and 
Belenky, Clinchy, Bodberger, and Tarule. 
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but such specificity, he observes, is not possible in required, generic writing courses. I want to 
elaborate a bit here because there is a middle path. Courses that take a rhetorical approach to 
understanding the differences between the natural sciences, social sciences, and humanities offer 
students a epistemological view of these meta-disciplines and give them practice arguing in the 
particular contexts of those communities. 
The stumbling block, which has been rehearsed by many, is that there is more to 
discoursing than rhetorical savvy. Although an outsider’s rhetorical perspective can often clarify 
expectations and conventions that insiders have internalized, insider knowledge is still critical for 
producing legitimate academic discourse. Courses that integrate rhetorical savvy and content 
expertise do a much better job of demystifying academic discourse. By contrast, in generic 
composition courses oftentimes taught by unwilling instructors with one disciplinary allegiance, 
the pursuit of authentic writing tasks in the disciplines—genres that academics would actually 
use—tends to fall short because rhetoric and role-play can only go so far. Students are quick to 
discern this limitation. Yet, if instructors use a different tactic and design writing tasks focusing 
on rhetorical analyses of disciplinary discourse, rump genres of the “academic essay” ilk ensue. 
The problem, in my view, is not that rhetoric cannot take us far enough. The problem is 
that academic genres are best taught when their complexity can be paired with content.25 
Academic discourse, it seems to me, is an unfortunate misnomer for what can be taught quite 
well in first-year composition: research-based arguments across several rhetorical situations. 
Such a course is more about argument and rhetoric than about understanding and performing 
academic discourse. Elbow comes to a similar conclusion, noting that what 
 seem(s) central to such a conception of academic discourse is the giving of 
reasons and evidence rather than just opinions, feelings, experiences: being clear 
 
25 At least three recent books call for composition instructors who are also trained in a discipline: David W. Smit's 
The End of Composition; David R. Russell's Writing in the Academic Disciplines: A Curricular History, 2nd edition; and Mark 
L. Waldo's Demythologizing Language Difference in the Academy: Establishing Discipline-Based Writing Programs.
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about claims and assertions rather than just implying or insinuating. . . . Giving 
reasons and evidence, yes, but doing so as a person speaking with acknowledged 
interests to others—whose interest and positions one acknowledges and tries to 
understand. (104) 
 
The dilemma, Elbow aptly remarks, is that these intellectual moves characterize nonacademic 
writing as well as they characterize academic writing (104).  
Stalemated by trying to isolate the unique “intellectual task or stance that distinguishes 
academic discourse,” Elbow shifts to analyzing its characteristic surface features of the code that 
students need to switch to in the academy (105). Elbow identifies four desirable traits of the 
academic discourse code, which is a heightened version of Standard Edited English: (1) 
explicitness that bespeaks control over language; (2) specialized jargon that excludes 
nonprofessionals; (3) guardedness that conveys fair-mindedness but disguises anxiety; and (4) 
extravagant displays that try to impress (109-10). I find this move to code treacherous, but 
critical. I do not want to be construed as an image consultant, fixing up the surface features of 
students’ language. Yet, I also know that how students sound, on paper and in person, has long-
reaching effects that I cannot responsibly ignore as a writing instructor. These surface features 
seem as tied to ethos as to correctness, so perhaps the image consultant metaphor is closer to 
accurate than I had hoped. Students do have a right to their own language, but do they also have 
a right to the “wrong” language, a language incommensurate with Standard Edited English 
(SEE), a language that reflects badly on the writing program? Code-switching is another 
objective I would rather not put on my syllabus, but it is present nonetheless.  
Elbow’s contention is not that we teach around the surface features of the code as if they 
were an obstacle, not to them as if they were a test. I find this analogy compelling, but I am 
skeptical about its actual merits as a pedagogy of academic discourse. He states, “The intellectual 
tasks of academic discourse are significantly easier for students to learn when separated from its 
linguistic and stylistic conventions” (112). Consistent with his earlier argument for nonacademic 
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discourse, he observes, “Using the vernacular helps show whether the student is doing real 
intellectual work or just using academic jive” and suggests assigning the same prompt but 
addressing a scholarly and non-scholarly audience separately (113). His points are well-taken. 
Saying it in your own words and presenting your case to two audiences is a great way to practice 
doing intellectual work, and every study skills session K-16 emphasizes it.  
At issue, though, is the uneasy relationship between intellectual work and academic jive 
in an academic setting. Is the intellectual work recognizable as such without jive? Something else 
troubles me about jive. Elbow uses the term to signify the kinds of language academics use to 
talk to each other, and I think this is a definition of academic discourse that obtains in upper 
level courses for majors. Before you get to “jive” however, a mythical vernacular of proficiency 
or generalized writing skill in lower level courses for majors and non-majors alike—a gold 
standard if you will—exists. Herein lies academic discourse’s most problematic freight as an ideal 
discourse. 
I agree with David W. Smit who says in The End of Composition that what instructors 
across the academy are looking for in student writing is syntactic fluency and rhetorical 
maturity.26 Syntactic fluency refers to the cadence of words organized in noun-verb patterns that 
fit with readers’ expectations. Rhetorical maturity involves building authorial ethos through 
appropriate uses of logos and pathos. Peter Filene, a UNC-CH history professor committed to 
writing, puts it more directly in his book The Joy of Teaching when he observes, “Most academics 
reward students who use precise terminology and fluid sentences replete with subclauses (such 
as the ones you’re reading), while deprecating those who speak about ‘stuff’ that is ‘really cool’ in 
 
26 For two interesting ethnographic studies that consider this "gold standard" and WAC initiatives, see Fishman and 
McCarthy's Whose Goals? Whose Aspirations? Learning to Teach Underprepared Writers Across the Curriculum and Cosgrove 
and Barta-Smith's In Search of Eloquence: Cross-Disciplinary Conversations on the Role of Writing in Undergraduate Education.
Whose Goals? emerges from the collaboration of a philosopher and a radical compositionist. In Search of Eloquence is a 
synthesis of extensive interviews between compositionists and eight non-humanities faculty members about 
academic discourse at a comprehensive (or teaching) university. 
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the book” (19). Filene’s wisdom comes in a chapter entitled “Understanding Your Students” in a 
paragraph that begins “Working-class students.” Some students have more code-switching to do 
than others.27 When most instructors think of academic discourse, they do not think of jive but 
of correct, convention-aware texts with syntactic fluency and rhetorical maturity in Standard 
Edited English.  
With all the talk about “closing gaps” and “leaving no child behind,” why is it that smart 
professors still expect all eighteen year olds to sound as if they came from Shirley Brice Heath’s 
Town rather than from Roadville and Trackton? Why does this expectation apply to informal 
writing, first drafts, timed essays, and class discussions on materials they are encountering for the 
first time? 
The historical answer, I know, is the Harvard model where composition courses were a 
mechanism for preparing newly admitted students not hailing from privilege to survive the rest 
of their college education. A better answer, though, is that we all—including smart composition 
professors—lack a serious appreciation for the complexities of language performance. We want 
to believe that parts of language-making are like riding a bike. We may not all be another Lance 
Armstrong, but we can at least expect everyone to perform as well as a circus bear cycling on a 
tightrope in most situations. 
The circus bear gold standard gets a lot of press as the vaccine metaphor. “Looming 
above all,” states Doug Hesse in the forward to David W. Smit’s The End of Composition, 
“certainly for the broader academic community is the hope that composition will inoculate 
students with college-strength grammar, punctuation, and diction” (x). Every WPA resource I 
have encountered addresses this issue as a mismatch between others’ expectations of writing and 
our notion of how writing becomes correct (i.e., proofreading late in a feedback-rich process). 
 
27 This line of reasoning branches off into several long-standing disciplinary conversations, which I will only 
mention here: the debates about "Students Right to Their Own Language," basic writing, and critical theory.  
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The next paragraph always reiterates the ineffectiveness drill-and-kill, of teaching usage apart 
from an editing workshop for students’ drafts in progress. Correctness construes a technical 
scapegoat for the more serious and perplexing problems that crop up when native speakers 
(much less non-native speakers) try to write for their instructors, when they seriously or half-
heartedly play the game and try to jive. When what we take as axiomatic is news to those who 
are in a position to evaluate our teaching success in first-year composition, the public relations 
debacle requires attention. Somebody needs to get the bear off the bike. Writing programs need 
to debunk what Mike Rose calls the myth of transience—the idea that writing problems of 
syntactic fluency, rhetorical maturity, and correctness will go away. Otherwise first-year writing 
courses will never move beyond at best a transitional function (from high school to college) and 
at worst a remedial function in the academy. 
All these issues—game play, rump genres, specialized content expertise, jive, Standard 
Edited English, code switching, social class, gold standards, correctness, and even composition’s 
place in the academy—speak to the perversity of academic discourse. Texts that have a 
compelling research-based argument adhering to readers’ disciplinary expectations as well as 
syntactic fluency, rhetorical maturity, and surface cleanness plus Elbow’s four features represent 
the pinnacle of academic achievement—whatever that is. Embedded in academic discourse is a 
series of assumptions that run counter to what most compositionists believe about writing: rump 
genres are not authentic writing assignments; code switching is deeply problematic; jive works by 
subtle exclusion; and the gold standard comes with no vaccine. As an environment for 
supporting all student writers’ growth, the academy is poor; as an audience for student writing, it 
is even worse. 
Surprisingly, most student writing passes muster. More students pass than fail. Perhaps 
even more surprising, first-year writing programs do well enough in helping students practice 
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skills that ramp up into tightrope cycling or even jive. How is it, then, that composition 
instructors of many disciplinary stripes do so well teaching writing in the academy? 
3.2 How We Teach Discourses, Not Which Discourses We Teach 
The only explanation I can come up with is that composition courses teach students to 
learn how the intellectual work of academic writing displays itself in different contexts. These 
courses raise awareness about the relationships between claims and evidence, the process of 
drafting, patterns of organization, and stylistic conventions. At their best, they structure 
students’ writing time in ways that promote sustained development of once inchoate ideas and 
invite reflection on that process. Elbow says much the same thing. Following Flower, he 
indicates that part of the intellectual work of academic writing is metacognition and 
metadiscourse, a way of noticing the intellectual and rhetorical moves expected in a particular 
context and applying that knowledge in deliberate ways as a composer. This meta-level approach 
to academic discourse, ultimately, is what Elbow concludes he can teach: 
 That is, even though there may be differences between what counts as 
evidence and valid reasoning in various disciplines and even subdisciplines, the 
larger intellectual activities . . . are useful in most academic disciplines—and of 
course in much nonacademic writing too. . . . I cannot teach students the 
particular conventions they will need for particular disciplines (not even for 
particular teachers within the same discipline), but I can teach students the 
principles of discourse variation. . . . I can’t teach them the forms they’ll need, 
but I can sensitize them to the notion of differences in form so that they will be 
more apt to look for cues and will pick them up faster when they encounter 
them. 116 
 
We are teaching, as Elbow explained, the “intellectual activities” of research-based 
argumentation and “principles of discourse variation” through composing practice. Yvonne 
Merrill and Thomas P. Miller echo this sentiment when they describe how the University of 
Arizona’s Writing Program staff salvaged first-year courses from curricular reform—that is, 
replacement—by demonstrating how the rhetorical training at the core of the courses “helped 
students to synthesize, reflect, and develop cross-curricular aptitudes” (204):  
63 
 In first-year courses and across the curriculum, a rhetorical perspective on 
writing makes learning visible in the classroom, in the institution, and other 
discursive domains. As they learn to attend to situational constraints, guiding 
purposes, and established conventions, students can develop a strategic 
sense of how to address the power differentials that limit access and determine 
who can say what. (214, emphasis mine) 
 
The revival of rhetoric that so many scholars are noticing has to do, I think, with these meta-
level concerns. 
Prioritizing rhetorical training over disciplinary coverage, academic genres, and 
generalized writing skills also resonates with “The WPA Outcomes Statement for First-Year 
Composition” (adopted in 2000), which provides a robust heuristic of goals like those discussed 
by Elbow, Merrill, and Miller. The Outcomes Statement, according to the opening paragraph, 
“describes the common knowledge, skills, and attitudes sought by first-year composition 
programs in American postsecondary education” (par. 1). In fact, it goes to great pains to 
emphasize how the four categories of outcomes—(1) rhetorical knowledge; (2) critical thinking, 
reading, and writing; (3) processes; and (4) knowledge of conventions—can be extended by 
faculty across the curriculum. The rationale is straightforward:  
 As writers move beyond first-year composition, their writing abilities do not 
merely improve. Rather, students’ abilities not only diversify along disciplinary 
and professional lines but also move into whole new levels where expected 
outcomes expand, multiply, and diverge. (par. 3) 
 
In the remainder of the document, the repeated phrase “in their fields” marks an important 
boundary, creating an opportunity for defining “our field” of composition studies in ways that 
are less tied to prose for the gold standard or even academic jive.  
This move is important not only because academic discourse is fraught, but also because 
writing is taking on new forms that deserve attention. Further, composition instructors need not 
limit themselves to academic genres in order to successfully teach rhetorically sophisticated, 
research-based arguments in “good English”; indeed, we might be more successful if we didn’t 
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ask students to learn all these things while becoming proximal members of several communities 
we are not a part of—at least in first-year composition courses. As Elbow indicated, it is easier 
to learn the intellectual task without the jive. 
 I recognize that I am on the border of a contradiction. Rhetoric is what we can teach, 
and rhetoric is what cannot take us far enough in academic discourse; jive is necessary, and jive 
can be circumvented. My point is that there are curricular spaces more appropriate for teaching 
discipline-specific discourses well, such as WAC, WID, and now Electronic Communication 
Across the Curriculum (ECAC) courses. In my view, a preoccupation with “academic” genres, 
conventions, and style overshadows the strengths of what one or two first-year composition 
courses can successfully teach: rhetorical analysis, inquiry, research-based argumentation, 
collaboration, revision, and reflection. These six skills—ones I am uniquely qualified to teach—
will help students make sense of and compose the many academic/non-academic and even 
textual/non-textual discourses in their lifeworlds. Because writing and writing practices are 
diversifying and because I feel an allegiance only to the intellectual, rhetorical moves of academic 
discourse, I argue for “e-literacies” as a better umbrella term for what should be taught in first-
year writing courses. 
3.3 Justifying e-Literacies in First-year Composition 
Any first-year writing curriculum must do a variety of things well. It must teach students 
to produce research-based arguments that attend to rhetorical contexts and incorporate source 
materials. It must familiarize students with research skills, including searching strategies, source 
evaluation, and source documentation. It must foster critical thinking about issues from multiple 
perspectives. It must use a process-oriented approach to teach revision and editing through 
collaborative peer review. It must attend to Standard Edited English and strive for syntactic 
65 
fluency and rhetorical maturity. It must encourage reflection on writing processes themselves. So 
far, the description is not much different from what is already happening.  
The change I advocate is two-fold. First, the course must intentionally engage students 
as computer users whose planning, research, drafting, and publishing activities are mediated by a 
technology that is neither innocent nor loyal. Second, the texts students produce as proof of 
their intellectual activities must not be limited to prose or to genres/forms academics use. Such a 
course must then teach students how to manipulate the software, file systems, and display to be 
conducive to their needs as composers. It must also expose students to ways of analyzing and 
composing multimedia or multi-modal compositions—the terminology depends on which 
scholar you ask. It must bridge alphabetic literacies and non-alphabetic literacies like images, 
sound, and movement so that students become skilled with multiliteracies. It must equip 
students for critical reading and argumentative writing for page and screen. 
I see this e-literacies agenda as melding “The WPA’s The Outcomes Statement” with the 
“CCCC’s Position Statement on Digital Environments” adopted in Spring 2004. The latter 
document states explicitly: “The focus of writing instruction is expanding: the curriculum of 
composition is widening to include not one but two literacies: a literacy of print and a literacy of 
the screen” (par. 2). The Outcomes Statement (mentioned earlier, page 63) alludes only 
minimally to the seismic literacy shifts in the wider world that the Position Statement 
acknowledges, but I think it too opens the door for multimedia writing programs in several 
ways. Technology is mentioned twice, both times under the processes category. Students are to 
“use a variety of technologies to address a range of audiences,” and faculty across the curriculum 
are to “apply the technologies commonly used to research and communicate within their fields” 
(par. 6). These statements are not what I expected. In a category like “Processes,” I expected 
references to digital composing technologies that support drafting and peer review, strategies 
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that have figured largely in computers and composition literature since its origins in the late 
1970s. Instead, this section explicitly refers to using technology as a research tool and as a media 
for presentations, publications, and professional interactions. Multimedia is certainly implied. 
Further, I read the distinction between “their fields” and “our field” as a signal that 
academic prose is indeed a short and narrow literacy. Ignoring the wide range of digital literacies 
that are likely to have a long impact on students’ lives seems tantamount to admitting that 
composition courses serve mainly to bridge high school and college. I think this is but one of the 
purposes first-year writing courses serve in the university. The rhetorical training, critical inquiry 
skills, attention to composing processes, and convention-awareness featured in the Outcomes 
Statement are exactly the capacities necessary to bridge alphabetic literacies and non-alphabetic 
literacies. That bridge is one no other academic field is building or can build as systemically and 
theoretically with as much widespread impact as first-year writing programs. 
Some scholars in the field disagree. David W. Chapman’s critique of digital composition 
in “Brave New (Cyber)World” constructs an antagonistic relationship between print literacies 
and multimedia literacies. His arguments conflate many issues, not the least of which is what 
students read as compared with what they write in school. Even so, his points of contention are 
representative of one strong stance in the debate about the place of e-literacies in first-year 
writing and thus deserve attention. 
In the opening paragraphs of the essay, Chapman laments the addition of a CD-ROM to 
his textbook selection for the semester and questions which media has made the other 
redundant. He answers this question with a hypothetical dialogue between Augustus Textus, 
“defender of traditional print culture,” and Beta, the spokesperson for the digital revolution 
(249). The conversation takes the expected (given the opening lament) Luddite turns. Augustus 
has been spending time reading without the aid of an electronic device while Beta has been 
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updating his computer. Beta suggests that reading Hamlet on CD-ROM would “provide a richer 
experience than traditional books” (250). Augustus counter-argues that the 19th century’s moving 
picture technology “creates an insatiable need to be teased, titillated, and tranquilized” and that a 
multimedia version of Hamlet is “just another way for students to escape from the discipline 
necessary to read a text” (251). Beta insists that the interactive links promote active learning and 
exploration. Augustus asserts that multimedia readers are “more ‘voyeur’ than ‘voyageur’” (251); 
and, having the last word he concludes, “What [students] do need is the ability to engage in 
sustained, concentrated reflection on a subject of importance, [which ostensibly books but not 
hypertexts or multimedia texts provide]. The book is not, as you suggest, simply pages bound 
together; it is an intellectual construct of the highest order” (252). Though he calls August “a 
dying breed. . . represent(ing) no real threat to the digital juggernaut,” Chapman uses this 
conversation to set-up a vilification of hypertextual reading theory and digital composing, 
insisting that much of it is hype. He is unimpressed by Kathleen Tyner’s assessment of the 
unfortunate split between school print literacies and the multimedia literacies of home and work 
in her call for educators to prioritize digital composing, specifically digital video; similarly, he is 
appalled by Jay David Bolter’s enthusiastic prediction that Web projects may replace—
remediate, to use Bolter and Grusin’s term—essays in high schools. Chapman likens teaching 
multimedia literacy practices to teaching grammar, calling attention to the studies showing that 
student writing does not improve because of either instructional topic.28 Advocating for the 
continued primacy of prose, he states, 
 
28 In their article "Writing Program Administration and Instructional Computing," Ken S. McAllister and Cynthia L 
Selfe state: "We also suggest that WPAs avoid spending time trying to assess whether questions such as 'Does the 
use of computer-supported word processing improve overall writing quality?' In numerous studies on this question 
conducted frim the early 1980s to the early 1990s. . . no systematic evidence emerged to indicate that computers 
improve overall quality of students' writing. . . [T]he cultural dependence on computers has become so great that 
the question of word processing's benefical and detrimental effects on student writing is immaterial" (353). 
Multimedia is quickly going the way of word processing. 
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 The call for multimedia literacy strikes me as one more move toward 
producing technicians and away from the more significant and enduring goal of 
teaching students to use logical patterns of organization and to writing clear and 
coherent prose. . . . There may, indeed, be many “literacies,” but for most first-
year composition teachers, it will be enough to help students develop the literacy 
that transcends the various media in which it is expressed. (256-7)  
 
Chapman’s essay, and the views it represents, is wrong-headed in at least six ways. First, 
the issue is not whether one media makes another redundant or whether reading a novel in print 
is better for you than “reading” the same novel in multimedia. The point is that prose-alone, 
without attention to document design or multimedia elements, is no longer readily accepted 
anywhere except in school.  
Second, to say that the book is “an intellectual construct of the highest order” is to leave 
out the professional work of many educated people. It certainly begs the question of where the 
kinds of writing assigned in school fall in this hierarchy.  
Third, outside of school (even before the digital revolution), the literacies required to 
perform everyday tasks rarely involve working with linear arguments like those found in 
scholarly books and textbooks. Beyond the ivory tower, arguments are faster, looser, and made 
up of really fragmented bits of knowledge collected in real time, so to speak. I am not 
contending that this is a positive circumstance for our world, but I am confident that being a 
good reader of books, textbooks, and journal articles does not sufficiently equip students to 
process the onslaught of information awaiting them in their professional and personal lives.  
Fourth, by equating teaching multimedia composition and “producing technicians,” 
Chapman ignores the technical skills involved in prose writing and reading. These skills were 
once as cumbersome and suspect as Web page design, for example, is today. Dennis Baron 
makes this argument in “From Pencils to Pixels” where he shows how all skills associated with 
new communication technologies will in time become “automatic and invisible” (31). As the 
transparency of the software/hardware increases, the learning curves of multimedia flatten; that 
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flattening has already happened for presentational software, Web design, and, to some extent, 
digital video. The WYSIWYG—what you see is what you get—trend supported by graphical 
user interfaces is not likely to reverse. 
Fifth, the difference between a technician and a rhetorician is not as absolute as 
Chapman indicates. In all media, composers must attend to both technical and rhetorical 
aspects. The challenge when teaching multimedia, of course, is to make the rhetorical decisions 
more prominent than the acquisition and performance of technical skills—a feat that gets easier 
as transparency increases and as students gain experience. This challenge is not unique to 
multimedia. Teaching paragraphing or punctuation is also a balance of rhetorical awareness and 
technical competency. The degree of similarity, however, does not merit Chapman’s accusation 
that teaching multimedia is like teaching grammar, which evokes drill-and-kill exercises. 
Teaching multimedia is a highly creative endeavor requiring a rhetorically effective combination 
of text, visual, sound, and hyperlinked elements. Additionally, just because multimedia design 
skills (like grammar instruction) have no measurable impact on prose writing ability does not 
mean that they have no impact on literacy, fluency, critical thinking, or metacognition. It easy to 
see out how multimedia is rhetorical, argumentative, research-based, and process-driven. No one 
can say that about grammar instruction! 
Sixth, and relatedly, prose (or text) does not neatly transcend media as Chapman 
suggests. Prose for print and prose for screen have different “patterns of organization,” and 
both need to be taught. For example, paragraphs on screen are usually shorter; bulleted lists 
appear more commonly on screen than on the page; and transitions and hyperlinks are as 
different as they similar. Moreover, unilateral improvement in any form of writing seems highly 
unlikely given the complexity of the task and its unique rhetorical constraints; “improved” prose 
in one rhetorical context does not necessarily mean “improved prose” in another context. 
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Continuing to teach prose for print-based literacies is no guarantee that more students will 
produce more organized, coherent or clear prose. In fact, Rose’s myth of transience that I 
mentioned earlier suggests that no such guarantee exists. Teaching prose for print-based 
literacies does, however, guarantee that students will have few strategies for interacting with and 
composing the multimedia texts that now dominate our culture. That would be a shame, or, to 
follow Stuart Selber, a failure of our obligation. 
In Multiliteracies for a Digital Age, Selber states:  
 For better or worse, computer environments have become primary spaces 
where education happens. It is indeed a rare university student who does not use 
computers—on a regular basis—for writing and research activities, for 
communicating with classmates and teachers, for organizing and scheduling 
tasks, and for many additional purposes. . . . Not only are teachers obligated to 
prepare students responsibly for a digital age in which the most rewarding jobs 
require multiple literacies, but students will be citizens and parents as well as 
employees, and in these roles they will also need to think in expanded ways about 
computer use. (3-4) 
 
Immediate Past NCTE President Randy Bomer, one of the most outspoken and articulate 
advocates for multiliteracies in the field today, agrees. In an article critiquing the National 
Institute for Literacy’s views on adolescent literacy, Bomer describes a more satisfactory agenda, 
one that counters Chapman and echoes Selber: 
 People’s literacies include the reading and writing they do for citizenship, for 
relationships, for personal growth, their spiritual lives, social worlds, and 
relationships to art, beauty, and thoughtfulness. NCTE does not consider 
standards that limit people’s literacy to work and school, important as those are, 
to be high enough for the literacy demands of people’s real lives. . . . [Young 
people] are inventing new forms of literature, too—fiction, poetry, and essays 
that combine animated print, still images, moving images, and sound, texts that 
rearrange themselves, that exploit reader interactivity, hypertext, and means of 
pacing and stopping the reader’s gaze. It is almost cute to have adults clucking 
about how these children will be left behind in literacy. While we cluck, they’ve 
moved on….NCTE favors educational policy that encourages schools to follow 
the rest of society in expanding the meanings, uses, and forms of literacy. . . . The 
only adolescent literacy policies that make sense are those that prepare our 
students and our social world for the constantly evolving textual world we all 
inhabit—and keep trying to figure out. (13)  
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Bomer indicates that literacy policies are being left behind the proliferation of literacies that do 
not fit into standardized tests or even Standard Edited English. His point confirms what 
Chapman suspected: The clucking of the dying breed is immaterial. The situation is not such 
that refusing to build curricular bridge between print and multimedia will prevent students 
crossing it on their own. Just because something is not taught does not mean it is not learned. 
Instructors who follow Chapman risk is the opportunity to use students’ motivation, their skills, 
and their cultural context to teach rhetorically sophisticated compositions in several media. They 
also risk the opportunity explicit instruction provides for teaching masses of students, many of 
whom are new to the high-speed, ubiquitous digital access that most campuses provide. 
While I agree with Bomer about literacy expansion, I think all educators would do well 
to abandon “left behind” slogans unless they are prepared to dismantle gate-keeping functions 
that hinge on things like syntactic fluency and rhetorical maturity. The number of students left 
behind because of failure to master Standard Edited English and the consequences thereof are 
far greater than the comparable effect of writing programs being left behind by e-literacies. It 
would be a serious failure of obligation to pretend otherwise. 
From two competing obligations for change and stasis comes reform. Striking an 
effective balance between the very real “cycling bear gold standard” and equally real digital 
juggernaut is years from materialization. During the interim, aiming for e-literacy in first-year 
composition courses means matriculating student writers who are familiar with a range of 
technologies; capable of using those technologies for sustained inquiry during the composing 
process; and discerning about the technical and rhetorical choices of their arguments in several 
media. These goals are worth my—our—best efforts because the shelf life of academic 
discourse, though no less persistent in its gate-keeping function, is shorter and narrower all the 
time. 
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Much is at stake, but the chances favor composition studies for three reasons. First, 
composition instructors know the cycling bear well, and they know that rhetorical training and 
feedback-rich revision are the right methods for the job, even if improved performance falls 
short of the gold standard. Second, there is a strong research base in teaching with digital tools 
as well as a loud support from the policies of several national professional organizations. Third, 
composition instructors have two kinds of expertise that others instructors in the academy are 
not likely to have even when multimedia becomes conventional in their fields: (a) the rhetorical 
vocabulary needed to teach students ways of analyzing and composing texts that combine 
textual, aural, gestural, spatial, and kinesthetic modes and (b) methods of supporting composers 
as they collaborate, inquire, argue, and revise.  
The momentum of e-literacies, I argue, can productively change the direction of first-
year writing programs not because it increases relevancy beyond the academy (though it does) or 
avoids jive (though it will). The productive change comes when composition instructors can 
highlight the things they have been doing well all along in service to others’ ideas of what 
undergraduate writing should be. What a triumph it would be to say, “I teach rhetorical analysis, 
inquiry, research-based argumentation, collaboration, revision, and reflection!” instead of “I 
teach students to write for college.” I have constructed e-literacies as a liberatory agenda, full of 
professional promise. In the forward to Smit’s book, Doug Hesse makes a similar observation:  
 At root, after all, the term [composition] refers to settling elements (notes, 
colors, shapes, or words) in relation to one another to create works (sonatas, 
paintings, buildings, or texts). As digital technologies mix word, image, and 
sound, and the “the visual” becomes an important counterpart/constituent of 
“the verbal,” composition has an invitation to transform itself in a fashion that 
would gain status along with currency. (xii) 
 
May we be so lucky. 
CHAPTER 4 
BRIDGING ALPHABETIC AND NON-ALPHABETIC LITERACIES 
 We believe that anyone interested in becoming an articulate and confident 
writer needs to “cross-train,” to learn from the different ways in which serious 
thinkers see the world and express their distinct perspectives on it. The strategies 
artists and photographers employ to capture and direct the viewer’s attention, 
make a point, or create an effect are not very different from the strategies writers 
use to achieve the same effects, albeit in a different medium. (2-4) 
 
This excerpt from the introductory “Writing Matters” section of Donald and Christine 
McQuade’s Seeing and Writing (revised slightly in all three editions) uses the metaphor of “cross-
training” to describe the ways that “articulate and confident writers” need to learn strategies for 
effective communication across media. In this quote, the three typical elements of the rhetorical 
situation—author (writer, artist, photographer), audience (viewer), and message (distinct 
perspectives, a point, an effect)—are identifiable, but a fourth element—medium—appears as 
well. Fully recognizing medium as a fourth element of the rhetorical situation represents the 
challenge of teaching “cross-training,” design, multimodal composition, or new media, 
whichever term is preferred.  
Because medium was overly determined in the print paradigm, we—textbook writers, 
instructors, students, readers—are not accustomed to thinking about or working with media 
options much less media constraints and design principles. As a result, instructors tend to treat 
medium separately, dealing with its intricacies apart from other rhetorically-informed decisions. 
The St. Martin’s Handbook, 5th edition, describes the rhetorical situation in a way that points to 
this tendency: 
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 The rhetorical situation is made up of a number of important elements: the 
writing assignment (if any), the writer’s purposes(s) and stance toward the topic, 
the audience for which the writing is intended, and the genre of writing and kind 
of language these elements seem to call for. And now electronic contexts bring 
many new rhetorical questions to consider. (43) 
 
Unlike print contexts where only texts and images can be combined, electronic contexts include 
media that allow for the combination of text, images, sound, and even motion. Teaching 
students to compose in electronic contexts requires bridging alphabetic literacies (prose) with 
non-alphabetic literacies (images, sounds, motion, space, and layers thereof) within a rhetorical 
framework. Whereas author, message, and audience clearly lead to other concepts, medium 
raises questions most of us are unsure even how to ask. The amorphous questions about media 
are a stumbling block for instructors who are not primarily invested in new media or visual 
rhetoric and yet find themselves reading, teaching, and evaluating such texts regularly. The 
question, then, is this: How can composition instructors attend to medium and design plus 
everything else we struggled to teach before new media was writing? 
 I tried to answer this question by consulting seven first-year composition textbooks that 
emphasize visual rhetoric and new media composition. I teach in a rhetorically-oriented writing 
program that uses only a handbook (St. Martin’s, to be exact) to teach research-based arguments 
within a prescribed progression of discourse communities. None of the textbooks I reviewed fit 
the purposes and scope of the writing program, but they do cover terms and concepts that 
effectively scaffold students’ work with images and media. Since my trusty bag-of-teaching-tricks 
is missing a useful heuristic of rhetorical terms for bridging alphabetic and non-alphabetic 
literacies, I turn to these textbooks to learn how to integrate principles of design in several 
modes. More specifically, I refer to these textbooks to learn how to incorporate medium not as 
an addition to the rhetorical triangle but as a transformation of the rhetorical triangle. If medium 
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represents a significant rhetorical decision, then it must alter the way we understand and teach 
the relationships between author, message, and audience. 
 Before turning to the review of textbooks, I want to situate “the medium problem”—as 
I’ve come to think of it—in the context of an assignment. Jody Shipka’s “A Multimodal Task-
Based Framework for Composing,” which appeared in the December 2005 issue of College 
Composition and Communication, offers a clear example of how radically medium shifts current 
teaching practices. Shipka’s assignments are simultaneously (a) most reflective of medium as a 
consequential rhetorical choice and (b) least within my ken. She recommends assignments that 
invite students to “assume responsibility for the following:  
 the product(s) they will formulate in response to a given task . . .  
 the operations, processes, or methodologies that will be (or could be) employed in generating 
that product . . . 
 the resources, materials, or technologies that will be (or could be) employed in the 
generation of that product . . . 
 the specific conditions in, under, or with which the final product will be experienced.” 
(287) 
By giving students ownership over media, form, and the composing process, “students are able 
to prove that, beyond being critically minded consumers of existing knowledge, they are also 
extremely capable, critically minded producers of new knowledge” (292). She describes student 
research projects on one term from the OED that arrived in boxes and gift bags, on CD-ROM, 
with mirrors, and digital video. She asserts, “When students are called upon to work within a 
multimodal task-based framework, questions associated with materiality and the delivery, 
reception, and circulation of texts, objects, and events are no longer viewed as separate from or 
incidental to the means and methods of production, but as integral parts of invention and 
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production processes” (301). I recognize in her article the view of medium (and of student 
composing) that I seek.  
But I am less confident than Shipka that I can successfully support students in their 
experimentation with so many media. That is, I do not question students’ creativity; I do worry 
about their susceptibility as well as my own to the wow factor. Being dumb-struck, literally, by 
students’ work does not push them toward the process, revision, and reflection outcomes 
identified by the WPA Statement, to which Shipka connects her multimodal task-based 
framework. My being dumb-struck also does not help struggling students take the next step in 
their composing process, a problem Shipka mentions in her discussion of Karen who did not 
have “solid plans” as quickly as the rest of her classmates (295). How can I—with my limited 
expertise in new media—lead a class discussion or group activity on rhetorical decision-making 
that is equally effective in critically assessing whatever medium students use—potentially, boxes 
and gift bags, Flash animations on CD-ROM, mirrors, and digital video? How do I support the 
Karens whose creativity is as sluggish and prone to anxiety as my own? 
As an antidote to the wow factor, my students and I need continuity in the vocabulary 
and motions of analysis we use as we shift between media—usually nothing more exciting than 
prose for the page, presentations with slides, Web pages, and occasionally digital video. This 
continuity usually is derived from the rhetorical triangle, circumscribed by a circle, drawn on the 
board. This image is our starting point for discussing the relationship between author, audience, 
message, and context. When I can help students use the diagram to elaborate their 
understanding of a text’s situation, they move from nodding their heads (i.e., “Yes, Melissa, there 
is a relationship between author, audience, and message”) to redefining their composing goals. 
Most days, I can get students past the duh factor. Students move from duh to insight about their 
own work because I can easily transition from a conversation about context to other rhetorical 
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terms and the parts of argument. With the rhetorical triangle in view, students can see why they 
need to balance logos, pathos, and ethos and why their claims need to address warrants, 
counterarguments, and the like. But I cannot sustain this conceptual discussion once I transition 
to media and design. 
While the vocabulary of argument works well across media, the vocabulary of design is 
unfamiliar to me and to students, so our discussion flounders. The wow factor strikes us dumb. 
The terms are easy enough, but connecting them back to the rhetorical situation and valuing 
them as consequential rhetorical choices are not. Medium doesn’t have a place on the triangle or 
in the circle I draw. To use Shipka’s framework for multimodal assignments in students’ choice 
of media, I need a starting point that allows me to teach design in dynamic relationship to other 
rhetorical concepts in every media, that sustains rich conversations about rhetorical situations 
from several standpoints.  
 In this chapter, I want to share how my reading of seven textbooks that emphasize visual 
rhetoric led me to develop a new model of the rhetorical triangle (i.e., as a tetrahedron) that 
better accounts for the mutually-constraining influences of composer, audience, message, and 
medium. The rhetorical tetrahedron provides the continuity of terms and analytical moves that I 
think is necessary to use Shipka’s framework. My interests lie primarily in how instructors with 
little to no training in modes other than text can teach rhetorical awareness in several media with 
limited instructional resources. Therefore, I want to put the rhetorical tetrahedron in dialogue 
with how textbooks (not journal articles or scholarly books) have tried to mitigate “the medium 
problem.” Also, because I am most concerned with continuity in writing courses (i.e., with how 
authorial strategies are “not very different” in different media, per the Seeing & Writing quotation 
above), I view these textbooks’ treatment of the rhetorical situation with two questions in mind: 
(1) How memorable is this explanation? (2) How adaptable is it?  
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4.1 The Rhetorical Situation According to Seven Textbooks 
To reiterate, I am treating these textbooks as source of pedagogical knowledge about the 
rhetorical role of “medium” and about the best way to incorporate design principles in my 
teaching. The purpose is not to identify which textbook is better than the others or even to 
compare what each offers. Since it would be difficult to borrow readings, images, or even 
assignments for use in my own classroom, what I am searching for in these textbooks is a 
method of talking about rhetorical situations and design. I turn to these books to see how other 
instructors teach: How do they make the transition from the traditional rhetorical situation to 
design principles and media constraints? How do they teach the principles of effective textual 
and visual communication? The answers, as I have already indicated, frustrated me: Few offered 
continuity or even resonance between the traditional rhetorical elements, medium, and design. 
I review the textbooks in the order I received them: Picturing Texts, Convergences, Envision,
Seeing and Writing, Writing in a Visual Age, Beyond Words, and Compose, Design, Advocate.
4.1a Picturing Texts 
Picturing Texts by Faigley, George, Palchik, and Selfe (Norton, 2004) is, like the first 
edition of Seeing and Writing, one of the early visual readers; it has 44 articles organized into seven 
chapters, more than 250 images, and a range of assignments, from response essays to composing 
visual texts.  The sections that explicitly teach the concepts of visual rhetoric include the 
introduction, “Picturing Texts” (chapter 1), “Looking Closer” (2), and “Designing Texts” (7); my 
comments will focus on these sections. 
The introduction includes a section entitled “Looking at Texts Rhetorically” that I 
initially thought solved my problem. It offers an intricate chart of rhetorical context that visually 
represents relationships between important terms. The key to the chart indicates that those 
elements in yellow are part of the immediate context and those in red represent the broader 
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context. The elements of the immediate context are displayed as a diamond within the square of 
the broader context, which includes historical, cultural, social, and economic contexts. The 
narrative discussion accompanying the chart makes it clear that “the combination of author, 
subject, and audience” constitute the immediate context, and these elements appear in the widest 
row of yellow boxes. Filling out the remainder of the diamond shape are other elements (from 
top to bottom, left to right): style, purpose, medium, tone, (skip middle row), organization, 
genre, and collaboration. Though the chart offers a wealth of conceptual vocabulary, it has little 
intelligibility. For instance, how the lesser elements relate to either the immediate context or to 
the broader context is neither addressed in the text nor clear from the chart. Do all the other 
elements emanate from the choice of subject matter (depicted as a blank frame in the center of 
the chart) or is subject matter contextualized within all the elements? How does collaboration fit 
in with the elements that usually serve to characterize texts (e.g., style, tone, genre, organization, 
purpose)? The impressive-looking chart turns out not to be as well-designed as one might hope 
in a textbook aimed at teaching students that “design is an important element in communicating 
our message” (22). 
To their credit, the authors provide a thorough heuristic of questions concerning 
rhetorical context at the end of the introduction (see “Engaging Critically with Texts,” 18-19). 
The heuristic is divided into questions from a reader’s perspective and a writer’s perspective, 
which speaks to the double tasks of analysis and composition often asked of students in writing 
classes. A set of questions from each perspective addresses the elements depicted in the chart 
(except for collaboration): writer/designer, purpose, medium/genre (not a relationship visible in 
the chart), subject, reader/viewer, audience, organization, and style/tone (not a relationship 
visible in the chart). Chapter 2, “Looking Closer,” uses the primary questions for readers to 
teach analysis, providing an example of how the questions lead to elaborated discussions of 
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visual texts. Neither set of questions, however, offers a natural transition to the eleven “key 
concepts that help us work with text [words or images]” covered in the first chapter, “Picturing 
Texts”: balance, classification, comparison and contrast, description, emphasis, metaphor, 
narration, pattern, point of view, proportion, unity (25). This chapter shows how authors of 
visual and verbal texts use the eleven strategies to achieve rhetorical effects, which is what the 
authors mean by “the third important component [of writing, along with words and images]: 
DESIGN” (22). The key design concepts defy any single category in the heuristic, since the 
strategies are how a writer/designer uses the organizational patterns in an available 
media/genre to achieve a purpose. Because the authors never explicitly make this connection, 
the oblique relationship between the eleven design concepts and the heuristic of rhetorical 
context threatens the coherence and conceptual richness the authors are trying to bring to visual 
rhetoric. Without connections, there is just a lot of vocabulary.  
Another problem with the textbook’s explanation of design is apparent in the last 
chapter “Designing Texts” where the authors revise the categories and questions first posed in 
“Engaging Critically with Texts” to better account for typography, color, layout, images, charts, 
and graphs. The heuristic for “Looking at Design with a Critical Eye” addresses the following 
topics, ostensibly from the perspective of the composer only: audience, purpose, genre, and 
medium (combined from the earlier version); organization (similar to the earlier version), 
readability, images and other graphics; and layout (462-3). The second heuristic clearly relies on 
the first, but it does not seem to be an extension of it. Readability, images and other graphics, 
and layout are issues of formatting—which though integral to design—seem leftover or at least 
secondary in the book. Inadvertently I think, the book covers design as writing and then design 
as formatting, which is part of the problem I am trying to avoid. 
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This textbook does offer, besides a sizable vocabulary list, two good ideas for integrating 
medium. The first good idea is to have a chart that shows the rhetorical situation in more 
complex terms than the rhetorical triangle circumscribed in a circle can; the caveat—and it is a 
big one—is that this visual representation has to make conceptual sense. The second good idea 
is to think of the heuristic accompanying the chart as serving readers and composers. 
4.1b Convergences: Message, Method, Medium 
Like Picturing Texts, Robert Atwan’s Convergences: Message, Method, Medium (second edition, 
2005, Bedford/St. Martin’s) is a reader. It has thirty-six clusters, featuring at least one essay 
alongside no fewer than two other kinds of image-dependent texts; these clusters are grouped 
under six categories: “Staging Portraits,” “Telling Stories,” “Shaping Spaces,” “Making History,” 
“Dividing Lines,” and “Packaging Culture.” It is a visual reader that unashamedly prioritizes “the 
essay, as a form and a medium” (v).  
Although I am less impressed than Atwan with the essay as a central form and medium 
for first-year writers, I find his discussion of convergences compelling. He states, “The word 
[convergences] essentially means ‘coming together at a single point from different directions’“ 
(2). Given “how the ongoing and large-scale convergences of technology, media, and culture is 
rapidly altering traditional patterns of communication and demanding new critical aptitudes and 
new perceptual skills,” Atwan encourages students to “look at every text and think about: 
1. What it is saying—its message.
2. How it goes about saying it—its method.
3. Why it is delivered to you in a particular way—its medium. (2-3, italics maintained)   
Although he later adds the more familiar audience, purpose, and context as critical components 
in reading any text, message, method, and medium serve as the trope of the textbook. I like the 
directness of what, how, and why, and his elaborations of these terms bring up important issues. 
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Message, he says, is a text’s content and meaning, which requires interpretive work beyond 
summary or acknowledging the topic. He encourages students to be “wary, of course, of reading 
more into a picture or essay than what is there” while encouraging them to “remember that 
‘reading into’ a work is the only way to establish its meaning, to get at any internal 
contradictions, and to expose hidden agendas” (5). “Reading into” a message appropriately 
seems fodder for good classroom discussion. Method, he explains, is rhetoric, “the most 
effective ways to express . . . and persuade,” and composition, “the way something is put 
together” (7). Method as a delicate balance of rhetoric (strategies of persuasion) and composition 
(principles of design) is a generative analogy. This analogy creates tension between the 
vocabulary of argument and design, a tension which has eluded me. Method, if it is inflected by 
an understanding of medium, seems a powerful concept, but Atwan treats medium at first too 
literally and then too skeptically.  Medium, according to Atwan’s literal definitions, is both the 
material composed upon and channels (or modes) used to communicate. He then moves the 
discussion to Bolter and Grusin’s concept of remediation, referring to a Saturday Night Live 
sketch that parodies the ways in which television news broadcast “blatantly borrows from web-
page design” (12). He is most interested in how media is “molding and filtering expression, even 
when it pretends to be invisible” (12). Medium, it seems, is in cahoots with method and message 
to “disguise itself as reality” (12). I did not expect such a useful trinity of terms to add up to 
rhetoric as deceit, casting persuasion negatively. 
The problem with Atwan’s discussion of medium is that it points to only one way of 
answering the original question. The text is being delivered to the audience in this particular way 
because it leads them to “confuse representation with reality,” perhaps by imitating another 
medium (12). Unless there were other media options available, “why this medium?” is a bad 
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question, or at least a limiting one. Rephrasing the question in two ways still makes Atwan’s 
salient points about representation while opening up more discussion:  
1. How does this medium construct reality in ways that make the audience less 
aware of its limitations? 
2. What strategies for directing the audience’s attention are possible in this 
medium? 
The first question can be easily related to message, while the second corresponds with method. 
These questions—though they disrupt the what?, how?, why? sequence—better lead to the 
convergence of message, method, and medium than the original version. 
Further, the second question about strategies for directing the audience’s attention 
segues nicely into design vocabulary covered by Cheryl E. Ball and Kristin L. Arola’s IX Visual 
Exercises (Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2004), a supplemental CD-ROM to which students are often 
abruptly referred in Atwan’s reader. IX provides tutorials that teach these following design 
terms: element and contrast; text and purpose; audience and framing; alignment; context; 
emphasis and color; proximity; organization; and sequence. These terms and others like them are 
the ones I want to be able to put in dynamic tension with strategies of argument such as analogy, 
illustration, definition, and classification. Until design terms have equal consideration alongside 
more traditional rhetorical elements, writers will not be able to notice and exploit the 
intersections between message, method, and medium.
4.1c Envision 
Unlike Picturing Texts and Convergences, Christine L. Alfano and Alyssa J. O’Brien’s 
Envision: Persuasive Writing in a Visual World (Pearson Longman, 2005) is a rhetoric.  
Their motivations for writing the textbook resonate with my own dilemma. Alfano and O’Brien 
state: 
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 This book emerged from our practical need as writing instructors for a 
resource we could use in the classroom to teach students how to understand, 
analyze, and write about visual rhetoric. As writing teachers we found ourselves 
struggling to find materials that might provide solid rhetorical instruction in 
visual culture while leading students in concrete steps from analysis of visual 
texts, to crafting an argument about visual texts, to using the visual as an 
argumentative text in itself. (ix) 
 
The compact textbook—10” x 10,” 300 pages—extensively covers the traditional rhetorical 
situation, the strategies for persuasion, the appeals (uses and misuses), the canons, the 
components of argument, and levels of decorum. It guides students from topic selection 
through publication and oral delivery of research-based arguments, encouraging them to use 
visual techniques to organize their ideas during the composing process as well as to present their 
claims in memorable ways. This textbook puts media choices in the vortex of audience, purpose, 
and persona, emphasizing that students should use media creatively. “Keep in mind,” Alfano 
and O’Brien say, “that each media structures information in very distinct and purposeful ways” 
(234). Chapters devoted to the “visual research-based argument paper” (194), presentations, 
visual arguments and Websites, and public art thus explain the constraints of each medium and 
demonstrate (usually through descriptions of Stanford students’ projects) how creative media 
use affects the success of the argument. Besides providing a thoughtful introduction to a full 
complement of rhetorical concepts, this textbook—like Shipka’s framework—makes medium 
the unknown quantity in a rhetorical situation. It invites “innovation,” as the title of Part III 
indicates, with media and form by asking student writers to be very deliberate about how the text 
they produce reflects their persona, purpose, audience, and the setting.  
What surprises me, though, is that there is no mention of design principles similar to the 
ones covered in IX Visual Exercises (and Longman will not have a comparable visual rhetoric 
supplement until fall 2006). Aside from sporadic discussions of arrangement, black and white vs. 
color images, close-ups, juxtaposition, and layout, there is little indication of what elements a 
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composer might change if a text unsatisfactorily served its rhetorical purpose. “At A Glance” 
boxes in Chapters 7 and 8 provide guidelines or strategies of designing posters for a poster 
session (212), PowerPoint presentations (214), op-ads (244), photo essays (246), and websites 
(262). These helpful tips, however, exhort careful design without providing strategies for varying 
design elements. For example, “Avoid jarring color combinations or visual clutter” (262) is not 
supplemented by a discussion of how to use color or white space to avoid, respectively, jarring 
combinations and clutter. 
This textbook operates on the principle that right thinking about rhetorical contexts 
leads authors to make good decisions. Good decisions about persuasive textual arguments, it 
seems, are fairly complex given the number of rhetorical concerns raised in the textbook; by 
contrast, good decisions about visual design are made to seem fairly obvious as long as the 
media constraints—or the way “each media structures information” (234)—are respected. Here 
too is a dilemma I face: The design principles I need are missing. I know how to use rhetorical 
thinking to change prose, to make it more persuasive, appropriate, and polished (traditional 
teaching of writing knowledge); but, I do not always have the range of tactics needed to 
recognize the how best to use a medium or how to change a design within a medium’s 
constraints (emerging teaching of new media knowledge). Like most folks, I can critique a 
PowerPoint slide, but I often lack the language of design to express what I do not like or what I 
would rather see and why. Design principles and concepts are missing from my classroom and 
from this textbook.  
Even so, Envision tells me two things about the rhetorical role of medium. First, it is 
important to connect innovations with media and form to persona, purpose, audience, and 
kairos—that’s a given, but they say it well. Second, I need to remember that the classifications in 
the rhetorical corpus are what make it so valuable to writers. Any classification system trying to 
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marry the verbal and visual must balance the components of argument with the components of 
design.  
4.1d Seeing & Writing 
Seeing & Writing 3, from which the opening quotation was taken, by Donald McQuade 
and Christine McQuade (3rd edition, Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2006) is a reader designed with the 
belief “that undergraduates are sufficiently conversant with the subjects and strategies of a wide 
range of visual images (including advertisements, photographs, paintings, and comic art) and 
related nonfiction prose, short stories, and poems to want to write about them—and the 
questions and issues they prompt—in original, coherent, and convincing terms” (vi). It has seven 
content chapters: “Observing the Ordinary”; “Coming to Terms with Place”; “Capturing 
Memorable Moments”; “Projecting Gender”; “Examining Difference”; “Reading Icons”; and 
“Challenging Images.” Each chapter contains a unique set of materials, including two 
“portfolios” of images related to the theme, a “pair” of texts (one visual, one verbal), exercises, a 
historical comparison of a type of cultural artifact, an interview with artists/writers, and three 
sections that teach “visualizing composition,” “context,” and theme-related analysis. Like 
Convergences, it lends itself to a cultural studies approach. 
 Aside from the metaphor of “cross-training,” what draws me to Seeing & Writing is the 
authors’ explanation of the “composition toolkit,” surely a terminology that raises the specter of 
art/techne binary, which is doubly problematic in relation to composing with technology. I am 
not exactly sure what to make of the illustrated version of this toolkit, which is a jumble of 
carpentry tools, cooking utensils, and office supplies. But I am even less sure what to make of 
the seven elements in the composition toolkit, which strike me as just as eclectic: purpose 
(depicted as a box grater), structure (a fork), audience (a semi-circular cleaver), point of view 
(pliers), tone (tongs), metaphor (an electrical cord), and context (a screwdriver). Even if I set 
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aside the task of interpreting the images and labels, these terms are missing hierarchy or at least a 
sense of how they are related. For instance, if I were going to explain this set of terms in class, I 
would say something like the following (terms are bolded):  
Every message is intended for a particular audience within a certain context; it has a 
purpose, is articulated from a specific point-of-view in an appropriate tone, and uses 
recognizable metaphors and structures to be clear and convincing.    
Only when message is identified as the anchor term in this composition toolkit does this 
particular set of terms seem powerful or even useful. The implication for me as I try to derive 
my own toolkit for teaching medium as part of the rhetorical situation is to be sure the terms fit 
together, that the words form sentences. 
4.1e Writing in a Visual Age 
Like Envision, Writing in a Visual Age (Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2006) by Lee Odell and 
Susan M. Katz is a rhetoric; unlike Envision which focuses only on research arguments, this 
rhetoric is genre-based. Writing in a Visual Age has three parts. The first part addresses six 
genres: profiles, reports, position papers, evaluations, proposals, and instructions. The second 
part covers principles of design and information related to conducting and incorporating 
research. The third part of the textbook deals with genres for school (classroom, portfolios, and 
oral presentation) and for the community. Each of the genre-oriented sections in parts 1 and 3 
includes extensive scaffolding to guide students in reviewing professional and/or student 
models, analyzing the context, drafting, and revising. The rhetoric’s coverage of a carefully 
structured (though not lock-step) writing process is filled with examples from students’ own 
responses to the questions raised at each stage. It supplies a range of prompts, strategies, and 
examples that push students to read texts well, to interact productively in peer review, and to 
become reflective writers who are attuned to rhetorical constraints and design opportunities 
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throughout the composing process. More than even Envision, this rhetoric reminds me how 
much there is to teach when teaching writing. 
For my purposes, however, the most interesting aspect of Writing in a Visual Age is the 
general heuristic that is modified for each featured genre. The heuristic, designed to help 
students think through rhetorical context, consistently uses the following five headings:  
 audience knowledge, values, and needs;  
 audience expectations for content;  
 audience expectations for layout or format;  
 circumstances; and  
 purposes.  
These categories clearly privilege audience, emphasizing how an author’s message, design, and 
style must fit the audience’s expectations, the circumstances of the communication, and her own 
purposes. I like the simplicity and connectedness of this approach, and it further clarifies 
Envision’s conception of media as reflection of persona, purpose, audience, and kairos. 
I am also impressed by its coverage of design, which the heuristic calls “layout and 
format.” For example, Chapter 8, “Designing Pages and Screens” blends visual design with 
document design, discussing and illustrating: alignment, chunking, contrast, color, typeface, 
whitespace, consistency, tension, layout (lists, columns, line length, headings), pull quotes and 
sidebars, paper size, margins, indentation, spacing, justification, text wrapping, headers and 
footers, page numbers, links, images, charts and graphs; it is one of the most comprehensive and 
accessible chapters on design I have encountered. Readers are directed to the terms and 
concepts covered in Chapter 8 through sections entitled “Questions to Ask When Reading 
Visual Information” and “Designing and Integrating Visual Information” that appear in each 
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chapter of parts 1 and 3. More than the other textbooks, Writing in a Visual Age continuously 
shows design to be rhetorical. 
Although I like how comprehensive and integrated the heuristics are in this textbook, 
they are not memorable or easily adapted. Each header has several detailed questions. Without 
the opportunity to download the worksheet from the publisher’s Web site, it is hard to follow 
their lead and harder still to imagine how students might internalize this way of thinking about 
rhetorical context without the aid of the textbook. Thus, I need something more intuitive, more 
flexible, but no less rhetorical, no less thorough. 
4.1f Beyond Words 
Beyond Words (Longman, 2006) by John Ruszkiewicz, Daniel Anderson, and Christy 
Friend is an anthology designed to “explore the many shapes literacy takes today” (9). Chapters 
3-8 are organized by modes and themes: (3) “Picturing Ourselves: Writing to Express 
Identities”; (4) “Seeing Places: Writing to Describe Landscapes and Environments”; (5) “Moving 
Pictures: Writing to Tell Stories”; (6) “Mapping Ideas: Writing to Inform and Explain”; (7) 
“Exploring Design: Writing to Analyze”; and (8) “Debating Culture: Writing to Advocate and 
Persuade.” The three things I learn from this book come from the prelude and first two 
chapters—(1) “Paying Attention” and (2) “Getting Attention.” 
Because of my own investment in the rhetorical triangle circumscribed within a circle, I 
find stunning the authors’ redesign of the triangle to portray—most accurately—the role of 
medium in any communication. The triangle is medium! They label the body of the triangle as 
medium and situate it within a globe that they wish could spin to indicate that “all 
communication occurs within a [dynamic] tangle of social, political, and cultural environments—
which together make up our world” (10). In their version, the points of the triangle are labeled 
to call attention to the modes of discourse: you-centered messages are expressive; subject-
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focused messages are analytical; and audience-driven messages are persuasive. Although all the 
previous textbooks have identified “purpose” as a key term in understanding rhetorical context, 
none has so directly connected purpose with modes or demonstrated visually how purpose 
prioritizes one element over the others. These are simple modifications to the triangle I typically 
draw that can enrich the classroom conversation and largely solve the “medium” problem at the 
conceptual level. How to talk through medium and design rhetorically in the classroom—as 
fluidly as Writing in a Visual Age does—remains an issue.  
The other teaching strategy I learn from Beyond Words is the power of simplicity. Unlike 
Writing in a Visual Age, the heuristics in Beyond Words are much more succinct and memorable. 
For instance, the heuristic for analyzing texts, which is fully fleshed out in “Paying Attention” is: 
“What do you see? What is it about? To what does it relate? How is it composed? What details 
matter?” (18). And like in Picturing Texts, there is another heuristic for composing, which is 
elaborated in “Getting Attention” is: “What’s it to you? What do you want to say about it? Who 
will listen? What do you need to know? How will you do it? How well does it work?” (50). These 
questions structure students’ inquiry by offering a couple of concepts to support their work. For 
example, the section “How is it Composed?” discusses unity, sequence, parts, patterns, 
repetition, rhythm, arrangement, balance, contrast, hierarchy, and clarity. In contrast to the 
heuristics in Writing in a Visual Age that uses headers with extended questions, the pairing of 
overarching questions with vocabulary in Beyond Words gives students ways of working through 
the question on their own, prompting without prescribing. I need a heuristic like that in form, 
but it ought to foreground the rhetorical context more. 
4.1g Compose, Design, Advocate 
Compose, Design, Advocate by Anne Frances Wysocki and Dennis A. Lynch (Pearson 
Longman, 2007) is the newest visual rhetoric, and, by far, the most aggressive in terms of 
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medium and design. The correlations between Shipka’s multimodal task-based framework and 
this textbook’s approach are unmistakable, even if they are unintentional. Media and multimodal 
design are rhetorical problems students are not only invited to solve in creative ways, but also 
taught to solve using a variety of strategies and principles. 
The first two sections, “Designing Compositions Rhetorically” and “Producing 
Compositions,” cover the rhetorical process, contexts for production (argument, research), and 
strategies for production (written, oral and visual modes). Section three, “Analyzing the 
Arguments of Others,” is genre-based and includes examples for posters, documentary 
photography, instruction sets, editorial & opinion pieces, essays, and interviews; assignments ask 
students to critique the sample texts as well as to compose original texts. The emphasis 
throughout the book is on ethical argumentation using media rhetorically, creatively, and 
sensibly. The authors state: “. . . when you choose to communicate, you become responsible for 
the ongoing health of the context within which you communicate” (21, emphasis not 
maintained). They continue: “. . . our approach holds on to the core of rhetoric, that you think 
about how you, as a text’s maker, establish relations with an audience through how you shape 
and deliver a text” (29, emphasis not maintained). 
Wysocki and Lynch explain their rationale for this textbook using a formula: “composing 
+ designing + advocating = written, visual, and oral communication that works in specific 
contexts for specific audiences” (10). In the full version of this formula, each word is elaborated, 
but they make two key distinctions between composition and design: (1) composition and 
rhetoric are not as concerned with materiality as design is; (2) designers test products in different 
ways and more often than writers do. The process they propose combines the rhetorical 
tradition of composing with an understanding of design in order to teach arguments in the 
media most suitable for its delivery context. Figure 4 depicts the illustration they use to explain 
92 
their view of the rhetorical process. Drawn as two interlocking rings, composers work through 
two categories of steps: (1) developing a statement of purpose, which involves developing a 
sense of purpose, audience, and context and (2) producing a composition, which requires 
decisions about strategies, arrangement, and medium. Mediating these two processes is a third 
process: testing, the practice that distinguishes writers from designers. The authors emphasize 
that the order of processes and steps are flexible and recursive, though all steps must be 
accomplished. This model fully integrates rhetorical awareness, design principles, and media 
production. 
As the introduction to section two promises, the chapters “get concrete about 
conventions and possibilities of written, spoken, and visual production” (177). The authors 
explain the strategies for each mode in terms of ethos, logos, and pathos—the kinds of 
connections I always sensed were there but could never articulate or demonstrate effectively in 
class. For example, professional ethos in visual design, logos as word play, and the pathos of 
color are just a few of the subtopics covered. 
This textbook makes possible fluency in the combined vocabularies of argument and 
design, showing how strategies peculiar to each mode achieve different rhetorical effects. “The 
medium problem” is largely solved in this textbook, but the solution relies upon the very design 
expertise I lack (but can gain by reading this book). The pedagogical idea I can apply to my own 
classroom Compose, Design, Advocate is to select a few terms and show how they relate within a 
rhetorical framework like the interlocking circles in the process illustration. That image creates 
dynamic tension between traditional rhetorical elements (audience and context) and medium.   
4.2 Restating the Problem 
Without sophisticated design knowledge, adequately incorporating media into 
rhetorically-informed teaching is a three-fold problem. First, re-labeling the rhetorical triangle 
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circumscribed by context to include media (as in Beyond Words) provides a conceptual model of 
how media fits in rhetorical situation—one that carries a serious duh factor. This model, 
however, does not lend itself to the elaboration or connections that lead to insight for analytical 
or composing tasks. As the overview of key terms from all the textbooks show, the glossary for 
the rhetoric of argument and design is substantial. In order to be able to use a conceptual model 
in ways that encourage students to redefine their composing goals, instructors (like me) need a 
mechanism for transitioning between the two vocabularies. And, as I pointed out in the review 
of Seeing & Writing, the selected key terms also need to relate to each other in obvious ways. 
Second, any emphasis on rhetorical thinking needs to be wary of understating (as Envision does) 
the range of technical knowledge needed to reshape a text to better serve its audience, context, 
and purpose. Compose, Design, Advocate is the ideal model in this regard. Third, as Picturing Texts 
and Writing in a Visual Age demonstrate, heuristics can be as frustrating as they are helpful. For 
visual literacy and media awareness to be fully integrated into how we think about and teach 
rhetorical contexts, students need to be able to derive the heuristic (and drive their own inquiry) 
using just a few words. Something that is similar to the journalists’ questions—Who? What? 
When? Why? Where? (like Convergences attempted to do with message, method, medium)—would 
be more intuitive; something that is jargon-free like the heuristics in Beyond Words is also more 
memorable. A chart that is more intelligible than the one in Picturing Texts and as clear as the 
process illustration in Compose, Design, Advocate would put these few words in a memorable 
graphic. These three problems point to the need for a visual organizer that can hold more terms 
and that can serve as a heuristic. The terms—displayed as part of a graphic—become questions, 
guiding students in thinking through the rhetorical dimensions of composer, message, audience, 
and medium. 
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4.3 Proposed Solution: Rhetorical Tetrahedron 
My attempts to create such a visual organizer resulted in a three-dimensional version of 
the rhetorical triangle, or a tetrahedron, in which all four sides are equilateral triangles. It is not a 
representation of communication like the graphic from Beyond Words. It does not address process 
like Compose, Design, Advocate. Instead, the goal is to have a more robust visual model of the 
rhetorical situation that expands (a) what analytical tools readers have when viewing 
(multimedia) texts and (b) what rhetorical complexities they can imagine when composing such 
texts. The rhetorical tetrahedron is, essentially, a mnemonic device that can be folded, taped, and 
played with like a Rubik’s cube (See Figure 4.1; for a full-scale version that can be cut-out and 
folded, the supplemental file).  
Figure 4.1 Rhetorical Tetrahedron 
 
Instead of treating composer, audience, message, and media as the points or interior of 
the triangle, I construct them as faces or sides of a tetrahedron and label each leg of each side. In 
my model, a composer has expertise, convention awareness, and techniques for crafting a message; the 
audience has prior knowledge, expectations of the message and its form, and limited attention; the 
message has arguments, perspectives or biases, and parameters like length, form, and style; and 
media has a delivery format, modalities, and an arrangement of elements or parts. Although each side 
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oversimplifies the rhetorical element in question, the three terms point to different aspects of 
each element that can be elaborated in a class discussion. The table below demonstrates one 
example of such elaboration (the labels of the legs are italicized): 
Table 4.1 Thinking through the Sides of the Rhetorical Tetrahedron 
Questions Considerations 
1. Who is the target audience? 
 
• demographics  
• prior knowledge 
• expectations 
• reason for reading 
• how and where will 
they read 
• what limits their attention?
2. Who is the composer? • persona and 
demographics 
• expertise 
• credibility or ethos 
• which conventions apply to 
this composer and 
composing task? 
• purpose for composing:
describe, express, 
narrate, analyze, 
persuade 
• what’s at stake? 
• what was the process 
like? 
3. What is the message? How 
is it designed? 
• arguments 
• appeals: logical, ethical, 
pathetic 
• strategies of persuasion: 
compare and contrast, 
narrate, illustrations and 
examples, cause and 
effect, definition, analogy, 
classify and divide 
• perspectives or biases 
• context and purpose 
• cultural allusions 
• bibliographic 
references 
• memorable features 
• desired audience 
response 
• parameters or 
requirements in terms 
of length and form 
4. How does medium shape 
the message? 
• delivery format: print, digital, 
oral, combination 
• modalities: scenes or 
images, sounds, text, 
movement, space 
• arrangement: focal 
points, sequence of 
chunks, headers, 
navigation aids 
• circulation potential 
More important than the tetrahedron’s sides, however, are the intersections between them. 
These pairs make clear connections between the traditional elements of the rhetorical triangle 
and medium. Thinking along the seams of the triangle renders these pairs:  
 a composer’s expertise intersects with the message’s argument;  
 the message’s perspectives or biases intersects with the audience’s prior knowledge;  
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 the audience’s expectations intersects with the composer’s convention-awareness;  
 the message’s parameters (length, form, style) intersects with media’s delivery format;  
 the audience’s limited attention intersects with the media’s arrangement; and 
 the composer’s techniques intersect with the combination of modalities in media. 
Using seams of the rhetorical tetrahedron as a prompt, the following elaboration is possible (the 
legs’ labels are italicized): 
Table 4.2 Thinking through the Seams of the Rhetorical Tetrahedron 
Questions Considerations 
5. How does the composer 
demonstrate expertise in 
presenting the message?
• argument thesis, qualifiers, 
reasons, warrants, evidence 
• use of source material 
• acknowledging disciplinary 
or community framework 
• appeals (see above) 
• strategies of persuasion 
(see above) 
• arrangement 
• introduction and 
conclusion 
6. What prior knowledge 
might lead the audience 
to another perspective?
• beliefs or values 
• additional facts or research 
• recognizing a fallacy 
• cultural experiences 
• disciplinary/community 
framework 
7. Which conventions does the 
audience expect?
• genre and style 
• standard organization 
• medium 
• tone or formality (decorum) 
• history of topic in 
discipline/community 
• bibliographic style 
• jargon 
8. How do the message’s 
parameters fit its delivery 
format?
• length, form, style  
• print, digital, oral, 
combination 
• method of distribution 
• intended circulation 
• permanence 
9. How does the arrangement 
of elements fit the 
audience’s limited attention 
span? 
• keywords and chunks 
• arrangement or order 
• consistency or repetition 
• readability 
• links 
• white space 
• use of symbols or 
graphics 
• emphasis 
10. What techniques combine 
prose, images, sound, and/or 
motion?
• layout: alignment, balance, 
color, framing, hierarchy, 
juxtaposition, patterns, 
proximity, proportion, 
rhythm, scale, sequence, 
symmetry, tension, typeface, 
unity 
 
• volume, pitch, range of 
sounds 
• camera angle, lighting, 
transitions 
• why represent some 
information in a 
particular mode?  
• what makes this 
representation 
convincing? 
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 In my view, the most compelling aspect of the rhetorical tetrahedron is the idea of 
pairing terms in ways that form clear connections between composer, message, audience, and 
medium. From the terms on the sides and seams of the folded model of the tetrahedron, 
instructors can derive ten questions about the rhetorical situation. These ten questions provide a 
flexible script for class discussion and serve as an adequate antidote to the wow factor. Further, 
the questions create meaningful slots for the vocabulary of argument and of design, providing 
smooth transitions between the traditional rhetorical elements and medium. With a bit of 
practice, students can use the tetrahedron in the same way: They can play with it in order to ask 
themselves questions that will drive their analytical or composing tasks, consulting the 
elaborated heuristics when they are stumped about what to consider next. Instructors and 
students can also use the terms as prompts for planning; for example, “Write down your 
thoughts about your role as a composer. Think about what kinds of expertise you need to 
demonstrate. Brainstorm techniques for conveying your message. List any conventions you need 
to be sure to follow.” 
The versions of the tetrahedron and heuristics of considerations I propose here are just 
that: proposals. The labels of the tetrahedron and the considerations listed in both tables are not 
meant to be exhaustive or canonized. Other labels may work better. Many terms fit in multiple 
slots. Some terms are ambiguous, and others are no doubt omitted. In fact, the one word that 
was addressed by all the textbooks but does not appear in the tetrahedron itself is purpose. By 
not labeling one leg of the tetrahedron as purpose, though, it is possible to talk about the 
composer’s purpose, the message’s purpose, the audience’s purpose, and the purposes best 
suited for a particular medium. Exactly how to represent purpose in these four ways on the 
tetrahedron (they are implied in the heuristics)—as the space inside the tetrahedron, as an 
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altitude from the point where composer, audience, and message meet to the center of the media 
side—is fodder for a good class discussion and/or for a revised version. 
Is the rhetorical tetrahedron a workable solution for “the medium problem” of 
instructors who have little expertise in visual rhetoric, design, or new media? Yes. Does the 
tetrahedron offer instructors and students everything they need to know about rhetorical 
awareness and media production? No. Does it offer a consistent, but flexible script for talking 
about rhetorical awareness and media production that bridges alphabetic and non-alphabetic 
literacies? Yes. Could the tetrahedron help instructors move toward Shipka’s multimodal task-
based framework? Possibly—because it makes clear the relationships between composer, 
message, audience, and medium and provides ten questions to help composers think through 
their options and responsibilities. In short, the tetrahedron is a transformation of the rhetorical 
triangle. It scaffolds rhetorical inquiry and integrates medium into the traditional rhetorical 
triangle using two sheets of paper: one folded and taped into a tetrahedron; a second one for the 
heuristics. And it doesn’t require textbook adoption! 
CHAPTER 5 
FRAMING FIRST-YEAR WRITING CLASSROOMS AS ECOLOGIES 
In Chapter 2, I argued that writing classrooms must “intentionally engage students as 
computer users”; in this chapter, I develop an ecological perspective for course design that calls 
attention to how technology affects the work of instructors and students. Technology can be 
used to produce, circulate, and distribute texts in a multitude of ways; this flow of information 
structures relationships and labor conditions in classrooms. Course management systems (CMS, 
sometimes also called Learning Management Systems) such as Blackboard or Moodle give 
instructors several tools for distributing assignment sheets, circulating students’ drafts, 
publishing final versions, grading, and communicating. Instructors must not only make decisions 
about which media to assign and how to structure those projects but also whether and how to 
use technologies for the “housekeeping” tasks of classroom life. In “Student to Student,” Fred 
Kemp explains: 
 The instructor is vitally important in the process, because instruction becomes 
not simply a pronouncement of the right way to do things but the 
encouragement of an environment that allows and even privileges good writing 
processes. This environment must allow the easy distribution of student text and 
the notion that student writers have authority (some) over what and how and 
when they write. (33) 
 
Framing writing classrooms as ecologies—institutional environments where instructors and 
students relate and use resources for a limited time—is a strategy for calling attention to the 
ways in which larger pedagogical purposes should inform technology use. After defining an 
ecological perspective, I will explain why it has the potential to transform the way 
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compositionists think about and explain the teaching of writing. I will conclude by providing 
three scenarios that should be common in all writing classroom ecologies. 
The goal of the chapter, however, is not to think strictly about teaching with technology. 
Instead, the goal is to develop a lens for noticing how an instructor’s labor affects students’ labor 
in classroom spaces designed to supply the resources necessary for growth of many kinds (e.g., 
multimodal production, rhetorical awareness, intellectual habits, relationships, technical 
proficiencies). An ecological lens is necessary because there is a need for touchstones of 
coherence within a writing program—that is, across very different classroom spaces in which 
instructors may assign any of a range of multimedia writing tasks. Expanding the definition of 
writing to include multimodal compositions legitimates a diversity of genres and media, and this 
circumstance is further complicated by the gradients of access across courses within a writing 
program. For example, a lab-based writing course has access to standardized, university-licensed 
software and a reliable broadband network connection; compared to a wireless classroom of 
personally-owned laptops, for example, lab spaces make a wider range of online and multimodal 
projects convenient. Although most courses will likely have access to a CMS, the classroom 
spaces occupied by all sections of a writing program are likely to be quite different in terms of 
connectivity, power supply, furniture, and layout. Add the individual predilections and politics of 
instructors, and the question becomes: “What do these courses share?” 
An ecological perspective provides one approach for answering that question. Thinking 
of the classroom as an ecology illuminates similarities in plans for the social dynamics of the 
classroom, which I identified as one of the theoretical frames in a writing program. The 
ecological perspective maps human interaction, showing how elements as diverse as furniture 
and technology enable and constrain relationships and composing productivity. It emphasizes 
just how many things an instructor must do well in order to create and sustain an environment 
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where student writers are supported, where their texts circulate in meaningful ways, and where 
technology facilitates instead of distracts. By framing writing classrooms as ecologies, the litany 
of discrete topics for which instructors are responsible becomes visible as part of a whole 
environment not just a disparate list of features. Though the components of the classroom may 
differ widely (e.g., a syllaweb compared to documents posted in a CMS; blogs compared to a 
discussion boards compared to wikis), an ecological perspective focuses on the usability of the 
learning environment’s design. An ecological perspective provides instructors with a vantage 
point for critical reflection on how the texts, acts, and places of teaching work come together.  
In writing courses, instructors’ decisions create the conditions under which students are 
expected to have good relationships and do good composing. For the purposes of this chapter, I 
am not interested in defining what good relationships and compositions are. I am interested in 
imagining how the many texts produced, circulated, and distributed in classrooms are part of an 
ecology where satisfying learning experiences happen. Students’ successful classroom 
experiences are not always the same thing as measurable writing improvement. This chapter 
emphasizes creating environments that that give students the most opportunities to form 
relationships and to use resources in ways that enhance their experiences of writing as a socially-
interactive, computer-mediated process. The ecological perspective insists that the more organic 
the classroom environment can be—i.e., the less disjunctive the technology and “stuff” of the 
classroom is—the more satisfying writing classroom experiences will be for instructors and 
students.  
5.1 An Ecological Perspective 
Three different uses of the term “ecology” influence an ecological perspective of course 
design. First, an “information ecology” is a term that comes from research on technology use in 
social spaces. This definition is the primary basis for this chapter, which focuses on describing 
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an instructor’s role as a designer of learning environments and on identifying common practices 
in ways that emphasize overall effects. Second, writing classrooms are ecologies, but they are also 
concerned with ecologies or systems of influence. Writing classroom ecologies are peculiar in that 
they aim to expose students theoretically and via participation to a view of ideas, texts, and 
genres as part of larger social systems; the writing classroom also becomes a social system that 
shapes students’ writing. The third sense of “ecology” referenced here comes from a strand of 
ecocomposition research that emphasizes the place of writing classrooms on students’ discursive 
maps. Combining these three applications of the term ecology to writing classrooms provides a 
robust, integrated view of the necessary conditions for teaching and learning, conditions that 
speak to shared features of even the most differently equipped writing classrooms. 
5.1a Classroom Ecology 
Although writing instructors’ tasks have never been simple, the sheer variety of 
equipment and technology available for face-to-face and online classroom use is making the job 
more challenging (and more exciting, depending on who and when you ask). Karla Saari 
Kitalong, Dickie Selfe, and Michael Moore observe: 
 Increasingly, teachers attend [to institutional and personal priorities] as well as 
to a range of electronic systems that influence and complicate course and 
curriculum planning. . . As we construct classes (or, more accurately, construct 
learning and teaching environments), we often have the opportunity to decide 
whether—and how—to incorporate technologies such as e-mail, web pages, web 
development tools, electronic classrooms, chat systems, online class development 
tools, audio or video systems, and interactive TV networks. [To update this list, 
add blogs, wikis, podcasts, and games.] Teachers do not, therefore, merely design 
classes: They are the architects of increasing electronic environments—or 
information ecologies—for teaching and learning. (141) 
 
They borrow the term “information ecology” from Nardi and O’Day who define it as “a system 
of people, practices, values, and technologies in a particular local environment . . . where the 
spotlight is not on technology, but on human activities that are served by technology” (49, 
emphasis mine). In this chapter, the term “classroom ecology” serves as a synonym for 
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“information ecology” in order to better call attention to the location and purpose of this 
environment.  
The term classroom ecology signals two major ideas. First, all the spaces where 
instructors and students work are related. A classroom is, primarily, a space defined by four 
walls, at least one of which contains a board, as well as places to sit with a surface suitable for 
writing in close proximity; seating, by size and direction, may also indicate that one person is of 
greater import than the others. Yet, instructors and students do important (maybe their most 
important) work in other spaces, like offices, libraries, and online interfaces or computer 
software accessed from coffee shops and dorm rooms. A perspective for how these different 
spaces affect teaching and learning is largely missing from pedagogical discourse, which tends to 
acknowledge only the four-walled classroom and the instructor’s office. The second point is 
deeply ironic. Ecology is the study of a natural environment—how organisms eek out their 
existence amid everything from climatic conditions to competitors. A classroom ecology, by 
contrast, is an artificial environment, one whose climatic conditions and competition is largely 
the result of an instructor’s design within institutional and programmatic constraints. The more 
instructors can own up to the artificialness of their classroom ecologies, the better able they will 
be to redesign that ecology in ways that aid students in eeking out an existence or, preferably, 
succeeding wildly. 
Kitalong, Selfe, and Moore make a similar point in their article “Technology 
Autobiographies and Student Participation in English Studies Literacy Classes,” from which the 
quotation on the previous page was taken. Their goals are (1) to acknowledge that instructors 
usually design alone without much awareness of usability and (2) to encourage instructors to give 
students opportunities to build and influence the learning environment based on the information 
gathered from technology autobiographies. While I agree that students’ bring to the classroom 
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valuable literacies and technology skills that courses should honor (a point that will reappear 
later in this discussion), I want to focus on initial course design, on the building that happens 
before students attend class. That is, I want to treat classroom ecology as a static, fixed entity for 
the sake of demonstration. Actual classrooms are riddled with conflicting social rituals, 
incompatible expectations, baffling problems, and, more often than not, inadequate resources 
and time. As Jane Danielewicz pointed out in response to an earlier draft of this chapter, 
“architects” of course designs soon find themselves to be “general contractors,” initiating on-site 
changes to well-laid plans. These design alternations are responses to classroom culture, which is 
not the same thing as classroom ecology though the two are mutually constraining as the course 
evolves. This distinction explains why the same instructor teaching the same course to two 
different sets of students can have such contrary experiences. Though both courses most likely 
share the same ecology (designed conditions), students respond to it, to each other, to time of 
day, and to the instructor differently; these different responses lead to different classroom 
cultures. 
One of the aims of ecological perspective is then to consider that classroom culture 
phenomena might have origins in the classroom ecology. Something in the design of the course 
itself may be initiating the successes or failures evident in students’ abilities to relate and 
compose. The characteristic conditions of productivity should be consistent across courses, even 
if the technologies and approaches are different.  
5.1b An Ecology Concerned with Ecologies 
Another shared aspect of writing courses is the belief that all writing is situated within a 
social system, that all writing refers to other writing in accordance with conventions that are 
constructed by groups of people who have similar goals and agreed upon ways of reasoning. In 
1986, Marilyn Cooper’s “The Ecology of Writing” first provided the language for thinking 
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ecologically about writing when she explained that “all the characteristics of any individual writer 
or piece of writing both determine and are determined by the characteristics of all other writers 
and writings in the system” (7). Although the scholarship on social constructivism, audience, and 
authentic writing assignments is too broad to be covered here, the phrase “an ecology concerned 
with ecologies” refers to this literature. The main idea is that writing courses emphasize 
legitimate rhetorical contexts so that student writers can begin to recognize the systems of 
influence that operate when an audience—peer reviewers, the instructor, and the fictional/real 
audience outside the classroom—reads and evaluates their writing.29
In Chapter 2, I discussed this scenario in terms of students’ proximal membership in the 
discourse community identified by the assignment and their actual membership in a writing 
group. In this chapter, I want to extend this scenario by connecting the process by which a 
hypothetical writing problem becomes an actual writing process using George Hillock’s 
recommendations for an environmental approach to teaching.30 According to the environmental 
approach, an instructor’s clear goals lead to collaborative group work in which students write in 
response to ill-structured, but carefully scaffolded rhetorical problems. Such group work leads 
students to expand on the barest facts of the hypothetical case and to consider alternative 
perspectives as they write. Although the “system” of texts that Cooper and others have 
described is abstract, the method of teaching students to recognize its force is concrete. A 
condition of productivity is, therefore, the force of the hypothetical rhetorical context in which 
the instructor directs students’ work. The classroom materials and activities ought to provide a 
 
29 David Russell's critique of first year composition in "Activity Theory and Writing Instruction" indicates that 
awareness of an activity system (which I am touting as a strength of FYC) is not possible because these courses lack 
content and "students are only peripherally involved in the intellectual, cultural, and political activity systems these 
genres help to mediate" (64). In the conclusion, I will return to this point; for now, I am setting it aside. 
 
30 The environmental perspective was first addressed in the article "What Works in Teaching Composition: A Meta-
Analysis of Experimental Treatment Studies" from American Journal of Education and later elaborated in his book 
Teaching Writing As Reflective Practice: Integrating Theories.
106 
rich enough landscape so that students can play roles and find legitimate purposes for engaging 
in the writing task assigned. 
5.1c The Place of Writing Classrooms 
Thus far, writing classroom ecologies have been described as designed spaces where 
students are encouraged—in the terms proposed by Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford—to use the 
audiences they can “address” (peer reviewers and instructors) to develop strategies for noticing, 
elaborating, and responding to the “invoked” audience. Conceptualizing the classroom as a 
designed space where student writers learn to negotiate addressed and invoked audiences helps 
instructors peer into the classroom ecology. By contrast, the third facet of an ecological 
perspective helps instructors look around the outside borders of the classroom ecology. This 
perspective illuminates the place of writing classrooms in the lives of the people who move 
through them. I borrow this lens from Julie Drew’s article in Ecocomposition: Theoretical and 
Pedagogical Approaches. Ecocomposition, as Weisser and Dobrin suggest in their introduction to 
this collection, “is about relationships; it is about the coconstitutive existence of writing and 
environment; it is about physical environment and constructed environment; it is about the 
production of written discourse and the relationship of that discourse to the places it 
encounters” (2). As a collection of perspectives, ecocomposition serves as an umbrella term for a 
range of agendas, particularly related to environmental advocacy. In view of this range of 
agendas, I echo Julie Drew: “So, while I remain somewhat disinterested in thinking and writing 
about natural places, and about how such concepts and realities might pertain to writing 
instruction, I am profoundly interested in the place of writing instruction itself” (58, emphasis 
maintained). The place of writing instruction itself is a classroom ecology. 
In her article, Drew locates this classroom ecology on a discursive map in order to call 
attention to how students approach it. She views students as travelers moving between the 
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“places of discursive pedagogy”: “students pass through, and only pause briefly within 
classrooms; they dwell within and visit various other locations, locations whose politics and 
discourse conventions both construct and identify them” (60). She explains how “the student 
figure that resonates within the culture as the novice, young and as yet un(in)formed” denies the 
wealth of discursive knowledge a student uses to act in the world outside the classroom (i.e., the 
types of knowledge that the technology literacy autobiographies advocated by Kitalong, Selfe, 
and Moore ascertain). In these other places, she insists that students also learn to join discourse 
communities, perhaps more effectively than they do in school. By describing students as 
discursive travelers who inhabit composition classrooms only transiently, she also clarifies the 
purpose of these courses: 
 In identifying these categories [power relations, discursive conventions] for 
students as always already locatable, and varying from location to location, we 
pave the way for introducing the particular conventions and forms of academic 
discourse students must learn. Academic discourses then become for students 
exactly what they are: the dominant discourse of this place (and perhaps other 
places within which they might wish to dwell). The whole notion of “literacy” 
thus becomes for students a construct rather than a condemnation. (64) 
 
Drew’s perspective is important not because it points again to social construction or to the 
particular literacies of the academy and their dilemmas for students who are not already fluent in 
dominant discourse; it is important for how it argues. By thinking about how and why students 
move through classrooms, she is better able to “imagine the university, to imagine the 
classroom, as a politicized location on the road between various other places whose political and 
discursive relations students wish to successfully negotiate” (67). Her argument portrays 
composition classrooms both as a specific discursive space in the academy and as but one locale 
in the larger, discursive geographies of students.  
This view around the borders of a classroom is important for three reasons. First, as 
discussed in Chapter 2, paying attention only to the discursive spaces within the academy 
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inadequately prepares students for reading and writing in many media that they will need to do 
beyond the academy. Instructors need to be looking for ways to incorporate the e-literacies 
students bring with them, balancing the need for academic preparation with the need for 
learning to be literate in several modes of communication. Second, considering how the 
classroom relates to other venues—other courses in the academy as well as non-school 
experiences—counters the myopia that course design fosters. Third, it shows that the meaning 
of a place, even an institutional space like a composition classroom in which matriculation is 
required, can never be fixed: Students and instructors value this place differently for reasons that 
should not be quickly dismissed. That is, success in classroom spaces counts differently for each 
person since all are traveling to other discursive destinations, few of which will be 
commensurate with the discursive tour embedded in the course. These three insights are, again, 
hardly novel. What is compelling is that they co-occur as a consequence of imagining the 
classroom as a location on discursive map. Such imaginative work can serve instructors well as 
they design courses that try to do many things well. 
5.1d Summary 
An ecological perspective focuses on how the classroom is a designed space in which 
students and instructors labor, where they form writing communities in order to learn how to 
gain access to other communities beyond the classroom. The specific location of the writing 
classroom at the entrance of the academy makes invoking audiences—academic or otherwise—
and selecting literacies complicated, since personal investments, experiences, and futures vary. 
The goal of the ecological perspective is to notice how the various decisions by the instructor 
create the conditions necessary for good relationships and productive writing experiences.  
The ecological perspective is a metacognitive approach to pedagogy, not pedagogy on its 
own; it is a way of doing the imaginative work of critical reflection that can lead to change in 
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one’s thinking and methods. The ecological perspective fosters four types of awareness. First, it 
amplifies a fundamental disciplinary tenet: writing is always already social and material, 
imbricated in complex, shifting power relations. Second, it emphasizes that an instructor’s role is 
not only to provide a discursive tour, so to speak, but also to create and monitor the conditions 
for the classroom’s discursive space. Third, it coordinates the many discursive, corporeal, and 
technology-mediated spaces where instructors and students do their work, exposing effective 
and ineffective design choices. Fourth, it points to several characteristics that create conditions 
for good composing and good relating in writing courses, and those characteristics apply across 
classroom designs. Framing the classroom as an ecology—as a multi-dimensional place intended 
to produce more capable composers and more sophisticated compositions—gives instructors a 
rich, supple vision to work with as they design the stage on which they will enact their roles 
before a live, participatory audience in the epic drama the academy calls a writing course.  
5.2 Course Design from an Ecological Perspective 
Although the ecological perspective can be useful at any point in course design, its 
impact is most visible at the very beginning. Initial course design is about fixing course 
components and stabilizing how they relate. In the planning stages, technique and preparation 
solve everything; armed with theory and some awareness of practice, instructors become the 
architects of classroom ecologies. In more ways than they are usually willing to acknowledge, 
instructors’ saying so, makes it so. In developing the ecological perspective, I want to counter 
the tendency to approach course planning as covering a litany of discrete concerns and 
objectives. Instead, I want to conceive of this work as designing spaces—some face-to-face, 
some online, all connected and inhabited—for composing, revising, and assessing texts.  
Course design requires the ability to define teaching in ways that strip away all of its 
compelling aspects. Using an array of strategies and within a set of institutional constraints, 
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instructors manage time, resources, and relationships so as to, at minimum, fulfill curricular 
objectives and assess student performance. This definition highlights instructors’ key 
responsibilities: manage time; control the flow of resources; moderate relationships; set and/or 
fulfill curricular objectives; and assess performance. Just as instructors decide what should 
transpire and who should relate to what/whom during class time through assignments, lesson 
plans, and workshops, they design course materials and online course sites to support these 
activities and relationships.  
The following table synthesizes instructors’ many responsibilities in designing courses 
(shaded boxes have more to do with classroom culture than ecology): 
Table 5.1. Instructors’ Responsibilities. 
Texts of Teaching Acts of Teaching Spaces for Teaching 
Policies Establishing Authority Classroom 
Calendar Negotiating Intimacy  Office (Conferences) 
Lesson Plans Facilitating Discussion Email 
Assignments Supporting Writing Groups Synchronous Online Interfaces 
Feedback Responding to Students’ 
Needs 
Asynchronous Online 
Interfaces 
Grades Coping with Disaster Library 
Each of these categories represents a series of decisions that are related to multiple issues, and 
the critical ones are elaborated, though not exhaustively, in Table 5.2 below (again, shaded boxes 
have more to do with classroom culture than ecology). 
 
Table 5.2 Decisions within the Major Responsibilities 
Type of 
Responsibility Relevant Decisions 
Policies office hours, attendance, participation, demerits, format preferences, late 
work, plagiarism 
Calendar  holidays and campus events 
 relationship between workshops and due dates 
 timing of projects (especially oral presentations)  
Lesson Plans  shifts in levels of interaction (whole class, groups, pairs, individual) 
 shifts in task (talk, compose, listen) 
 shifts in purpose (preview, complete, review) 
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Table 5.2. continued. 
Assignments  which communities? which modes? how much rhetoric? how much 
reading and of which texts? 
 specifying or asking students to specify purpose, genre, context, 
form (see Technology for Composing below) 
 graded versus for credit versus ungraded 
 draft deadlines that support process  
o idea selection and development through research, which 
requires addressing documentation/plagiarism 
o draft workshops, especially modeling and peer review sessions 
that make clear the differences between global revision and 
editing 
 tasks that foster reflection 
Writing Groups 
and Workshops 
 establishing, monitoring, and intervening 
 setting workshop tasks 
 coordinating circulation of student drafts, especially models for 
classroom use 
 following-up on and assessing peer review 
Feedback  marginalia, endnotes, or oral response (recorded or via conferences) 
 relationship to peer review 
Grades  grading w/o rubric, grading w/rubric, holistic, portfolio, contract, 
matrix, or some combination thereof 
 letters or points and formula for translating into semester grades 
Responding to 
Students’ Needs 
 understanding first-year students 
 sensibilities about age, race, class, and gender issues 
 navigating institutional support structures for emotional or academic 
needs 
Technology for 
Course 
Housekeeping 
 print, transparencies, or chalk 
 CMS and/or syllaweb and/or blog 
 Mail and/or email and/or chat  
Technology for 
Composing 
word processors, spreadsheet software, presentation editors, visual 
mapping editors, web editors, image editors, audio editors, and/or video 
editors 
Authority, 
Intimacy, 
Facilitation, and 
Coping 
 demeanor or presence 
 using questions 
 issues of student dependency 
 responding to open resistance or passivity 
 dealing with students who fail or ace as well as those in the middle 
These tables suggest the complexity of course design; all instructor-preparation textbooks cover 
some configuration of the topics, usually emphasizing theoretical debates and best practices 
concerning curriculum, assessment, and social dynamics. Technology—for housekeeping and 
composing—remains on the margins of most guides to teaching.  
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Two patterns perpetuate this marginalization. First, technology usually gets a chapter or a 
section in the major texts required in pedagogy courses.31 This strategy adds technology to the 
mix and is reminiscent of the “add women and stir” move that feminist scholar Sandra Harding 
critiqued. Once added, technology changes much, and the changes are often disorienting. The 
second pattern reflects something like inbreeding. Books emphasizing the pedagogies of 
teaching with computers usually offer only minimal coverage of other issues or disciplinary 
history.32 These books balance technical issues with theoretical ideas and pedagogical 
implications related to technology, but they rarely address the other topics that help instructors 
situate themselves in respect to theoretical debates, pedagogical camps, and other responsibilities 
involved in teaching composition. Together, the additive and inbreeding patterns help to make 
technology use in classrooms a very individualized endeavor for which there are few ways to 
initiate critical reflection or promote accountability across differently equipped classrooms, 
especially with beginning instructors. The ecological perspective of the classroom, however, can 
help instructors (and administrators) notice the connections between curriculum, assessment, 
social dynamics, student demographics, and especially classroom space(s) with diverse 
technology resources. It emphasizes how instructors are the architects of the spaces, timeframes, 
and systems that organize students’ and, by consequence, their own labor—just ask any 
instructor who has offered to reply to first drafts via email. Thinking through the consequences 
and environmental impact of instructors’ decisions is the chief aim of the ecological perspective.  
 
31 For example, The St. Martin's Guide to Teaching Writing, 5th ed., edited by Cheryl Glenn, Melissa A. Godlthwaite, and 
Robert J. Connors; The Allyn and Bacon Sourcebook for College Writing Teachers, 2nd ed., edited by James C. McDonald; A
Rhetoric for Writing Teachers, 4th ed., by Erika Lindemann. It is important to note that these texts have been revised 
many times, so the chapters related to technology represent updates and do not aim for the more synthetic 
approach I advocate.  
 
32 For example, Teaching/Writing in the Late Age of Print, edited by Jeffrey R. Galin, Carol Peterson Haviland, and J 
Paul Johnson; Teaching Writing with Computers: An Introduction, by Pamela Takayoshi and Brian Huot; and Writing New 
Media: Theory and Applications for Expanding the Teaching of Composition, by Anne Frances Wysocki, Johndan Johnson-
Eilola, Cynthia L. Selfe, and Geoffrey Sirc. 
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In keeping with the idea of an artificial, designed environment, I want to borrow two 
terms from landscape design—hardscape and softscape—in order to describe the major 
components of a classroom ecology. 
5.2a Classroom Hardscapes 
 In landscape design, hardscape refers to rock, wood, and inorganic materials that give 
structure and boundaries to living or moving things. Similarly, classroom hardscapes give shape 
to the sequence, rhythm, and placement of human relationships and textual production. 
The most common classroom hardscape is the four-walled classroom described earlier. Satellite 
classrooms emerge during instructor conferences and out-of-class writing group meetings. In 
each of these material spaces, various furniture and tools are available or not. As anyone who 
has interacted with students in too small or too big a room knows, these constraints affect how 
these spaces are used as well as who participates.33 
While designers of classrooms and labs are very careful about these hardscape issues, 
instructors must usually work within the existing hardscape, modifying as they see fit. Any 
modifications enact beliefs about how material spaces and social dynamics coalesce. Though 
developing an awareness of furniture and bodies seems trivial (or instinctive) in comparison with 
other teaching concerns, people experience the four-walled classroom as an inhabited space 
where work is performed. Modifying this space, then, is one of the primary ways in which an 
instructor can create the conditions necessary for good composing and relating. Yet, classrooms 
are not limited to corporeal spaces. 
If an instructor has developed a syllaweb or uses other web-based tools like blogs, chat 
rooms, or MOOs/MUDs, the classroom includes all of these online spaces. Like furniture and 
 
33 Both Approaches to Computer Writing Classrooms: Learning for Practical Experience, edited by Linda Myers, and Classroom 
Spaces and Writing Instruction, edited by Ed Nagelhout and Carol Rutz, provide cogent discussions of these issues. I 
found Ruth M. Mirtz's "The Inertia of Classroom Furniture: Unsituating the Classroom" in the latter title 
particularly helpful.  
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tools in material spaces, the layout of these online spaces affects how these spaces are used as 
well as who participates in them. As with four-walled classrooms, instructors can customize only 
certain features within these interfaces. Customizations (or not) structure how information is 
accessed, linked, and, ultimately, used.  
Thinking about the corporeal and online hardscapes where instructors and students 
interact brings into focus how furniture, tools, and layout aid, complicate, or hinder such 
interactions. Though these elements are not singly responsible for social dynamics, they are 
never wholly absent from them either. Just as composition instructors encourage writers to 
compose reader-based texts, instructors need to think about how the resources in classroom 
spaces can be arranged for student use, particularly when developing online spaces. This 
sensibility has less to do with knowledge of information architecture or usability studies than 
with a rhetorical awareness of what the spaces are for, who is using them, and how they integrate 
to manage interactivity and composing activities. 
5.2b Classroom Softscapes 
 In landscape design, softscapes refer to living or moving things like patches of plants and 
streams of water. Though the analogy for classrooms is a bit forced, classroom softscapes 
include all the talk and documents that organize social interaction and draft production: policies, 
calendars, assignments, rubrics, worksheets, required readings, drafts, comments, lectures, and 
conversations. Although instructors usually generate the feature elements—those against which 
other elements are measured—students certainly produce the bulk of the softscape. Both 
instructors and students spend the most time concentrating on the softscape of the classroom, 
and most teaching and learning problems are embedded in it. 
Unlike hardscapes, course design softscapes are entirely the creative work of the 
instructor, even if that work is a bricolage of borrowed material from textbook materials or the 
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local “house of lore.”34 Softscapes pose the most trouble for instructors because exigency often 
dictates pedagogical decisions. The needs of the next day’s class usually induce tunnel vision, 
reducing an instructor’s ability to notice consequences for the whole environment. 
Thinking through effects, not just actions, can lead to different priorities and different 
actions. For example, a grade on one assignment is but part of a semester average. Calibrating 
the grading percentages to mathematically value what is pedagogically valued is never a simple 
equation, and only systemic thinking about symbolic values can order and weight the parts 
accordingly. Part-to-whole thinking also affects much more than grades. It helps instructors and 
students decide how to direct their attention and effort. For example, how the instructor makes 
herself visible in the assignment completion process conveys what counts. If students note that 
an instructor spends the most time and energy grading finished texts, then they conclude that the 
product is of most importance. As noted earlier, part of a composition instructor’s job is to 
evaluate texts, and this responsibility carries the most serious institutional consequences for 
students. Yet, students are keen observers of the classroom ecology, and they interpret 
instructor’s behaviors as well as words. If instructors recognize that grades do not teach anything 
worth learning and can see their time investments as students see them, then perhaps 
Lindemann’s injunction that comments belong on drafts, not on “dead” or graded work,35 will 
seem less radical in practice. The point is not just that these comments tend to function as 
justifications for grades and do not in fact teach anything a student can apply except in the most 
abstract way. My point is that how an instructor makes herself visible as an expert in the 
classroom—as a person who can help student writers “grow and cook”36 by responding to drafts 
 
34 Stephen M. North disparaged lore in The Making of Knowledge in Composition.
35 In Chapter 14 of A Rhetoric for Writing Teachers, 4th ed, the wording is "finished" (226), but I prefer the more vivid 
metaphor that circulates in UNC-CH's "house of lore." 
 
36 Ironically, these metaphors come from Peter Elbow's Writing Without Teachers.
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not simply grading final products—indelibly shapes the composition classroom ecology. 
Classroom ecology, in summary, is design-based. The design is largely the creative work 
of an instructor who generates the conditions necessary to support and assess learning. This 
design includes a variety of corporeal and online environments in which the instructor and her 
students will do their work, largely according to the instructor’s terms and standards. The goal of 
an ecological perspective is to be aware of how the design of the classroom’s hardscape and 
softscape affect students’ compositions and relationships, influencing—but not determining—
classroom culture. It calls attention to how theoretical savvy, pedagogical knowledge, ideological 
commitment, and institutional resources come together. 
5.3 Three Primary Elements of Course Design 
In order to sketch how the ecological perspective changes the way instructors can see 
their classrooms, I examine assignments, lesson plans, and workshops. Across differently 
equipped classrooms, at least these three primary elements of course design should create similar 
conditions for good relationships and good composing. Specifically, assignments should offer 
immersive rhetorical contexts; lesson plans should fill the softscape with resources that support 
students’ composing; and workshops should enable peer reviewers and authors to use materials 
in the softscape to revise. I offer no new practices, only a different way of narrating these 
practices; I also do not elaborate on the practices themselves. Instead, I demonstrate how these 
familiar practices rely on systems that support relating and composing, sometimes through 
technology. I work from the assumption that instructors who are aware of the classroom 
ecology will 
• help students understand how written and oral texts (in the softscape)—the 
instructor’s, their own, and those accessed/generated as part of class activities—
relate to each other; 
117 
• give students opportunities to practice making such intertextuality meaningful for 
their composing processes; and 
• organize these texts for timely use. 
5.3a User-Oriented Assignments 
From an ecological perspective, an assignment unfolds: It is not a simple, one-shot 
transaction between instructors and students. An assignment sets in motion a sequence of 
student and instructor tasks that, eventually, culminate in a submitted, graded draft representing 
students’ attempts to solve a given rhetorical problem. An instructor must use the classroom’s 
hardscapes and softscapes to occasion human interactions and composing activities that expand 
students’ rhetorical problem-solving skills and intensify their invention, drafting, revision, and 
editing experiences. 
Certainly, the first step of assignment design is to select a good rhetorical problem, one 
that puts students in proximal relationship with a target audience through the production of a 
message. Such a rhetorical problem must be consistent with the curriculum and appropriate for 
students’ exploration; most importantly, this problem must seem like a viable task worth doing 
within its constructed context—a genre suited to its target audience—and in the eyes of the 
students who will complete it. Selection thus represents a triangulation of ecological data: 
Considering where students are as discursive travelers (per Drew) and what the curriculum wants 
them to experience (the discursive tour), which discourse community should the instructor 
invoke as a target audience and what genre(s) shall students use to address that community, 
proximally? 
Once these key decisions are made, then an instructor can plan how to invoke the target 
audience and practice the genre(s). Such planning means accounting for what information 
students need to know, when they need to know it, and how they need to receive it in order to 
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best expand their rhetorical skills and intensify their composing processes. Some information is 
necessary upfront, such as a succinct statement of the given rhetorical problem, methods of 
exploring the rhetorical problem in order to refine and solve it, questions that prompt inquiry, 
and criteria for success. This information belongs in the assignment document that is 
distributed. These are guidelines that appear, more or less, in all instructor preparation 
textbooks. However, the ecological perspective makes three other questions about assignments 
important: 
 What work is lost or unrepresented in the document students are asked to produce? 
 As the assignment unfolds, what aspects are sustained? How are the aspects that 
change beneficial to students?  
 How useful is the assignment description when students consult it on their own? 
The value of the ecological perspective is most evident in comparing an assignment 
designed according to discrete criteria and an assignment designed with a more holistic view. For 
example, consider two versions of a Herschel award-winning assignment from UNC-CH’s 
Writing Program. “Video Killed the Radio Star,” which is reproduced as it was submitted in 
Example 1 (next page), was one of the most widely imitated assignments in the program from 
2002-2005 (and likely beyond). At first glance, the assignment sequence seems solid. In one 
printed page, it has a short description of three assignments with compelling rhetorical contexts, 
methods of narrowing the topic, questions that encourage critical thinking, and criteria for 
success. The assignment ultimately asks students to play the role of consultants for the cool-
hunting website www.look-look.com, a legitimate audience for the analytical commentary 
required in the project. In such roles, students will compose a marketing plan for new musicians 
who want to target teens. In the process of preparing for the marketing plan, students will 
analyze the relationship between a musician’s image and music videos. Then, they select a 
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representative advertisement from a teen magazine, identifying how the design and content of 
the ad target teens. For the marketing plan, students must analyze a music video, a CD 
cover/liner, and one other artifact, tasks they have practiced in the earlier assignments. The 
assignment has a nice progression towards the final project, situates students’ writing in 
legitimate rhetorical contexts, and clearly acknowledges students’ strengths as consumers of 
popular culture. In these ways, it fulfills the Writing Program’s guidelines for English 11 Unit 1. 
 
Example 1. Original Assignment “Video Killed the Radio Star” 
 
Feeder 1.1 Draft Workshop: (date) Due: (date) 
 
As participants in the “culture of cool,” you could all be considered experts on the music 
industry. The cool-hunting website www.look-look.com wants you to analyze a music video as 
marketing for an artist. Analyze the importance of the music video to this musician’s image. 
How does the artist appeal to a specific community through the non-musical elements of the 
video (colors, clothes, dance elements, lighting, casting, storyline, etc.)? Your audience for this 
assignment is music industry professionals who want a young person’s perspective before 
producing their next music video. A successful analysis will be approximately 2 pages long and 
will analyze, not just describe, elements of the music video in careful detail, explaining how those 
elements market the artist to specific groups of teenagers.  
 
Feeder 1.2 Draft Workshop: (date) Due: (date) 
 
A marketing firm is planning a large campaign directed at teenagers but needs examples of 
successful advertisements in teen magazines. Select an advertisement from a magazine that you 
feel successfully markets its product to teenagers. Analyze the advertisement in the context of 
the a [sic] specific teen audience. How do the visual and textual elements of the advertisement 
appeal to specific groups of teenagers? Are there values or principles you associate with the 
image that would appeal to a teen audience?  A successful analysis will be approximately 2 pages 
long, will carefully analyze (not just describe) the visual and textual elements of the 
advertisement, and explore the ways in which those elements appeal to specific groups of 
teenagers. 
 
Unit Project Draft Workshops: (dates) Due: (date) 
 
The cool hunting firm enjoyed your music video report and they want you to expand 
your analysis.  For this assignment, you will be analyzing three pieces of marketing for a popular 
MTV artist. Music labels will use your marketing plan to create campaigns for new artists. To 
make it easier for you, pick an artist who you feel is specifically marketed to teenagers through 
the network MTV. You will analyze at least one music video and one CD cover/liner notes. You 
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may select another marketing attempt as the third portion of your analysis (this could be another 
video, a magazine interview, a television appearance, a commercial, or any other visible 
advertisement for the artist). Examine the ways in which these elements work to appeal to a teen 
audience. Which specific communities in the MTV audience does this artist appeal to? How 
does each piece of marketing work to appeal to that community? What kind of overall “image” 
does the marketing create and why does that image appeal to teenagers? A successful analysis 
will be 5-6 pages, will make a unified argument regarding the artist’s successful image, and will 
analyze specific elements of three pieces of marketing. 
 
This assignment, though largely successful, is not without its problems. Those problems 
are not visible (even to the experienced instructors who selected the assignment as a winner) 
because, on the surface, it has all the right attributes: It is short, specific, contextualized, 
argument-driven, and process-oriented. Yet the parts of the assignment do not follow through 
on the rhetorical problem posed. There are at least four serious problems. First, it lacks 
continuity. Though the UNC-CH Writing Program Staff Manual indicates that feeders do not have 
to directly “feed into” the final project and can ask students to practice tasks that they will repeat 
with different material in the final project, this project seems unnecessarily disjointed. The two 
feeders could easily be revised so that the texts students produce are more clearly part of the 
final marketing plan (one possibility is described in Example 2). Second, the audiences for the 
three assignments are inconsistent. Although www.look-look.com is mentioned in Feeder 1, the 
primary audiences for Feeders 1 (music industry insiders) and 2 (generic marketing firm, perhaps 
related to magazines) are not the cool-hunting firm specified for the Unit project. While there 
can be perfectly good reasons to switch audiences three times in one assignment sequence, these 
shifts seem neither meaningful nor helpful. Third, it is unclear whether students are to make an 
argument about why one artist’s marketing campaign is successful or whether they are to 
develop a template for successful marketing campaigns based on a currently successful artist’s 
marketing feats. How the analysis relates to the argument is vague. Further, the purpose of the 
analysis—aligning the music industry’s marketing campaign with teen culture—gets lost in 
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reminders like “not just describe” and “discuss elements . . . in careful detail.” That students are 
to analyze and what they are to analyze is clear, but how and why is too oblique. Fourth, though 
the assignment emphasizes non-textual elements of ads and videos, the assignment never 
indicates that students can or should include images to support their analyses, a move that is 
likely more common in consulting reports than academic essays. The frame story of serving as a 
consultant for the cool-hunting firm seems to dissipate toward the end of each assignment in the 
reminders and requirements. The three assignments seem to be barely disguised “academic 
essays”—just enough rhetorical context to be construed as otherwise. 
The revised version below (Example 2) makes the primary rhetorical problem to develop 
marketing campaign guidelines for new artists as a consultant for the cool-hunting firm. It 
expands the end report so that the two feeder assignments contribute to the final project and 
situates the submission of these assignments within the scenario. It also includes more specific 
prompts that clearly ask students not only to analyze artifacts but also point them toward how to 
connect their observations with the larger argumentative goals of each section and the final 
report. It shifts length from page count to word count so that the incorporation of images is 
encouraged and makes no difference in the length of the document. In important ways, it 
streamlines and intensifies students’ writing tasks by making them do more with the pieces they 
are asked to complete and roles they are asked to play. 
Example 2. Revised from an Ecological Perspective 
 
Scenario: As participants in the “culture of cool,” you are all considered experts on the music 
industry. The cool-hunting website www.look-look.com wants you to analyze the marketing 
campaign of an artist with a large teen following. Music labels will use your findings to create 
campaigns for new artists.  
 
Process: The cool-hunting firm wants the final illustrated report to have three components:  
1. a clear argument that a set of characteristics are common in products marketed to teens;  
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2. supporting examples from a successful artist’s campaign, including an analysis of a music 
video, CD cover/liner, and at least one other artifact; and 
3. specific recommendations for new artists. 
Since you are a new consultant, they want to see the report in installments. The schedule below 
describes each step. 
 
Feeder 1.1 Draft Workshop: (date)  Due: (date) 
 
By (due date), the cool-hunting firm wants to know what artist you want to examine so that it 
can coordinate with other consultants, reducing overlap.  
 
Select an artist who you feel specifically appeals to teenagers through the network MTV and 
select a particular music video to analyze in your report. 
 How does this music video portray the artist’s image? 
 How does the artist appeal to a specific community through the music (style, lyrics)?  
 How does the artist appeal to a specific community through the non-musical 
elements (colors, clothes, dance elements, lighting, casting, storyline, etc.)?  
A successful analysis will be approximately 500-600 words, and will analyze—not just describe—
elements of the music video in careful detail. It should have images that illustrate the 
explanations of how those elements (a) portray the artist and (b) market the artist to specific teen 
types.  
 
Feeder 1.2 Draft Workshop: (date) Due: (date) 
 
Next, the cool-hunting firm wants to see your assessment of the consistent trends in teen 
marketing campaigns. Consult several teen magazines or zines, and secure an image of at least 
one ad that you can use as evidence.  
 What patterns in the visual and textual elements of the advertisements do you 
notice?  
 What values, principles, or common experiences do the ads consistently evoke? 
 What are the implications for new artists?   
A successful analysis will be approximately 500-600 words, will name at least two trends, will 
explain why these trends are successful with teens, will use at least one image as an example, and 
will explore the implications for musicians. 
 
Unit Project Draft Workshops: (dates) Due: (date) 
 
The cool hunting firm is pleased with the two installments of your report, and they look forward 
to receiving the whole project on (due date). Add to your analysis of the artists’ successful 
marketing campaign at least the following: 
 one CD cover/liner notes, and 
 one other artifact (e.g., another video, a magazine interview, a television appearance, 
a commercial, or any type of ad).  
Examine the ways these elements appeal to a teen audience.  
 Which communities in the MTV audience does this artist appeal to? How do you 
know? 
 What are the differences and similarities in each artifact of the campaign? 
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 What overall “image” does the marketing create and why does that image appeal to 
teenagers?  
Then, write your recommendations for new artists.  
 
Finally, integrate all the pieces of your report. Decide which order of the three components is 
most effective, making the necessary transitions and subheadings to create a coherent document.  
 
A successful report will be 1,700-2,100 words, will include the specific components described 
here, will feature relevant images, and will fully discuss the relationship between the teen target 
audience and the music industry’s current and future marketing campaigns. 
 
No doubt some of the obstacles and muddled details in the original assignment could be 
worked out as students shape their own projects. That reliance on class time, however, makes 
students’ memory of what was said in class about the assignment a more reliable source of 
information than the assignment itself, which is problematic. When I have discussed thinking 
through assignments in this way with several instructors, they have pointed out that “wiggle 
room” (e.g., switching audiences, avoiding directly feeding into a unit project) is not always a bad 
thing since students can lose interest in their chosen topics over the course of five weeks. My 
rebuttal is that sustained rhetorical problems invite students to work through their topics and 
ideas, modifying as necessary—a process that teaches them more about writing and critical 
thinking than switching rhetorical problems. Viewing assignments as part of a (in this case) five-
week experience makes it easier to see if the rhetorical problem holds up, if there will be enough 
generative energy in the texts students are asked to encounter and produce. 
Another significant difference in the two versions is their design. The first version gives 
instructions in paragraphs (459 words). It is designed to be read. The second version uses bold-
faced headers, white space, bulleted/numbered lists, and shorter paragraphs. Though the second 
version is longer overall by 139 words, it is designed to be consulted. Putting the succinct 
scenario statement first orients students to the rhetorical problem, and the process section 
outlines the major expectations of the final draft, which are elaborated in the order the sections 
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are due.  This design makes it easier for students to quickly find the information they need, 
whether the overall goals, the specific questions their analysis needs to answer, or the due dates. 
As Example 3 demonstrates, even if the assignment remained word-for-word the same but was 
redesigned for consulting, its usability improves.  
Example 3. Original Assignment Redesigned to be Consulted 
 
Feeder 1.1 Draft Workshop: (date) Due: (date) 
 
As participants in the “culture of cool,” you could all be considered experts on the music 
industry. The cool-hunting website www.look-look.com wants you to analyze a music video as 
marketing for an artist.  
 
Analyze the importance of the music video to this musician’s image.  
 How does the artist appeal to a specific community through the non-musical 
elements of the video (colors, clothes, dance elements, lighting, casting, storyline, 
etc.)?  
 
Your audience for this assignment is music industry professionals who want a young person’s 
perspective before producing their next music video.  
 
A successful analysis will be approximately 2 pages long and will analyze, not just describe, 
elements of the music video in careful detail, explaining how those elements market the artist to 
specific groups of teenagers.  
 
An ecological perspective is not the only way to derive these recommendations for 
assignment development, but thinking ecologically puts in perspective both the content and the 
form of the assignment. It also gives a more holistic view of the guidelines about good 
assignment development, providing a critical lens for evaluating whether technically-correct 
assignments lead to immersive rhetorical contexts that invite sustained attention and inquiry. 
5.3b Softscape-Conscious Lesson Plans 
Another key advantage of the ecological perspective is that it makes clear that the 
assignment document, of necessity, provides insufficient detail about the target audience, 
requisite genre(s), possible messages, and the composing process. These details do not exist; they 
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are constructed. The classroom’s softscape must then feed students’ rhetorical imagination, 
helping students research and draft. The kind of environment that supports rhetorical 
imagination asks students to make knowledge, to attend to how it got made, and to apply that 
knowledge as they compose a text. 
Strategies for helping students invoke a target audience might include a lecture-based 
overview or collaborative projects that are more consistent Hillock’s environmental approach 
such as a brainstorming session (to address prior knowledge), “putting a face” on the target 
audience by identifying an iconic member, discourse analyses of sample texts from inside and 
outside the discourse community, or other methods of inquiry (e.g., library-based research, field 
research through interviews). These strategies help students look past their addressed audience 
(their peers and teacher) and see the invoked audience. For example, an appropriate classroom 
activity for the assignment sequence “Video Killed the Radio Star” would be to assign groups of 
students parts of the www.look-look.com website to explore in order to deduce—first within 
their group and later as a class—the characteristics of the cool-hunting firm and their 
expectations for writing. 
The ecological issue to consider here is what parts of this engagement need to be 
archived and what parts can be absorbed into the classroom landscape. In keeping with the 
metaphor of a discursive tour, which activities need to have a transcript? For instance, a 
brainstorming session generates a large quantity of discrete items of information, usually fairly 
quickly and without much order. If this session is purely oral, much of this information will be 
effectively lost; if this session is archived on the classroom’s board (and perhaps in students’ 
notes), then less of it is lost; if this session happens on a discussion board in an online space, all 
of it is saved, but it is cumbersome to use; if this session happens on a board (chalk or online), 
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and students are asked to synthesize the information in some written, public way, the 
information is saved in a useful form.  
An instructor’s role then is not simply to develop and support tasks that encourage 
students to imagine the target audience and develop ideas for the next iteration of the draft; 
rather, the instructor will also decide how the products of these tasks will become part of the 
softscape of the classroom ecology. This decision is important for two reasons. First, as noted 
above, it results in the saving or losing of information that helps construct a target audience and 
refine writing goals. Second, it clearly communicates to students how group and class activities 
matter, if at all. If most class time fails to change the classroom’s enduring softscape, giving 
students no artifact to revisit and only a sensed experience to mostly forget, then most students 
will come to define classroom life as “busy work.” From their position as discursive travelers 
compelled to complete the tasks assigned by the instructor, students need evidence that makes 
obvious how their collective activities in class are relevant to the seemingly very individual 
process of composing a message for an audience. For instance, the previous researching activity 
with www.look-look.com generated a list of characteristics and expectations of that audience; if 
that list does not reappear later in the composing process as perhaps part of the workshop guide 
or even the rubric, then students are not likely to reap the benefits that activity is designed to 
sow. In the rush to do their own work, most students have no time, inclination, or aptitude for 
discerning the pedagogical purposes for tasks. The enduring softscape of the classroom thus 
functions as an archive of the class’s work, and these artifacts can then be referenced as students 
compose. Later, after the rush toward the due date, students can reflect upon all the work that 
supports their final drafts, and they can make sense of the underlying pedagogical purposes, 
hopefully adopting some of the same strategies as they write for other classes, other projects. 
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Softscape materials are diverse, but generally fall under two categories: guidelines for 
draft development and opportunities for feedback. Activities that support draft development are 
covered in every handbook (e.g., outlining, looping, zero drafting, blocking/chunking, 
storyboarding for invention; reverse outlining, sayback, “movie of my mind” for revision; the 
paramedic method or reading “backward” for editing). Feedback activities usually occur orally 
and/or textually in modeling sessions, peer review, instructor conferences, and instructor 
commenting. Lesson plans that prioritize the softscape, therefore, require deciding: 
• what draft development activities best prepare students for submitting good drafts at 
the benchmarks set by the assignment document and where these drafts should be 
composed (in the classroom or out of it); 
• what kind of drafting and feedback archive students need to produce a good text; 
and 
• when and how instructors should be available to students concerning their drafts. 
In these decisions, instructors bring to bear many other kinds of pedagogical knowledge about, 
for instance, the composing process, instructor authority, writing groups, revision, and even 
word processing software. The ecological perspective, however, puts the focus on how these 
decisions lead to an integrated collection of experiences and artifacts that students use to develop 
and revise a draft. Whether an instructor collects the materials or not (and whether or not 
students do), drafts and feedback texts exist. To get the most out of drafting and feedback 
processes (in and out of class time), students need access as well as knowledge about how to use 
materials as they compose the next draft. Workshop design must account for this need. 
5.3c Archive-Building Workshops 
Workshop design is the most complicated task a composition instructor faces because it 
involves the most intricate movements of texts and it relies so heavily on relationships. In fact, 
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workshops are symptomatic of the whole ecology because it is in workshops that intertextuality 
is most visible and relationships are most at-risk. For the purposes of this scenario, I will assume 
that workshop design includes at least a modeling session on a single sample draft and a peer 
review session aimed at global revision. 
A modeling session engages the entire class in a discussion of how a sample draft 
compares with the assignment’s criteria as well as how effectively it functions as a text. But the 
session is not just about the sample draft, which is a common misconception that leads to too 
much class time being spent analyzing one draft. These sessions actually juxtapose at least four 
types of texts: 
1. the fairly generic assignment document and related softscape materials;  
2. a workshop guide that directs readers’ responses to the draft at this juncture; 
3. at least one sample draft; and 
5. many alternative drafts, which are inchoate and evolving as discussion proceeds.  
For these sessions to work smoothly, the instructor and all students must develop a way of 
talking about at least three extant texts and many partially imagined ones, building along the way 
enough of a residue of this conversation to recognize, collectively, good composition at the 
essay, paragraph, sentence, and/or word level.  
No matter how much students contribute to the discussion, these sessions foreground 
how an instructor reads the draft and evaluates its quality. A modeling session represents a class-
wide conversation facilitated by an instructor about a sample draft in the hearing of an 
anonymous (or not) author. Obviously, it is very different from the conversation the instructor 
would have with the student in a conference or the kinds of comments she would write on the 
draft even if she used the workshop guide herself. Instead of thinking about the modeling 
session as being about the draft or even about showing the class how to follow the workshop 
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guide’s instructions, it is more productive to think about modeling as demonstrating for the 
whole class how to use other texts to suggest revisions for authors to consider. That is, from an 
ecological point of view, modeling sessions demonstrate how students might read drafts in 
relationship to these other kinds of texts and, most importantly, how they might imagine and 
convey alternatives without doing the authors’ work for them. 
Successful peer review, then, cannot simply be about completing a workshop guide since 
comparing only the guide and draft overlooks the texts and talk students have done. Rather, peer 
review has to be about an interpretation of a draft that gets its teeth from the softscape, covers 
the areas mentioned by the workshop guide, and invites students to respond to the draft itself. 
“Good” feedback requires that reviewers show authors how their draft does not correspond 
with these other documents; it also has to show authors how the draft does not fulfill its own 
promises and potential—unique issues that usually cannot be anticipated by a workshop guide. 
Importantly, this feedback occurs between two students who will likely work together 
throughout the semester. It is a mostly private exchange; even if an instructor checks this work, 
the evaluation will occur after the fact—when it is no longer useful for the author and only 
serves to reprimand the unhelpful reviewer. Hence, in order to create the conditions where peer 
review is most likely to succeed, reviewers need a way to gauge the effectiveness of their 
feedback in situ, and this feedback needs to be in a form that authors can readily access and use 
when composing the next draft. 
So far, this discussion has focused on the who and what of workshop design. Much of 
this material is familiar, though the idea of intertextuality in the softscape is a new spin. Unlike 
other perspectives however, the ecological perspective also focuses on the materials used, 
revealing how the mix of paper and electronic media affects authors and peer reviewers.  
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Underlying this complex discursive process is a system for timely sample draft collection 
and feedback exchange between an instructor, the whole class, and writing groups. This system 
has credit/grade-bearing consequences. Although a well-configured system in no way guarantees 
a successful workshop experience, it certainly increases the odds. Further, building into the 
architecture of the system more ways to make visible textual features and text change increases 
its usefulness for authors and reviewers. With access to email, word processing software, and a 
course site via a CMS, this system can be configured in numerous effective ways. Several design 
priorities, however, simplify the work of instructors and students: 
1. Create workspaces for the whole class, for writing groups, and for individuals. 
When possible, do not re-appropriate these spaces. 
2. Make the sample draft submission process instructor-free and due in enough 
time for the whole class to read the draft(s) before the workshop. 
3. Institute exchange protocols that keep drafts organized. 
5. Develop workshop guides with the softscape in mind. 
5. Teach students how to respond to feedback and set new writing goals. 
6. Think in terms of reciprocity of labor. 
Below, I elaborate on each principle and describe two possible configurations for supporting 
workshop design. 
Workspaces. Creating face-to-face workspaces for all the social configurations that are 
involved in the workshop seems like a fairly instinctive move to make as an instructor. During 
modeling, everybody should be able to see the instructor and usually the board/screen; during 
peer review, students should be able to see their group members, and the instructor should be 
able to circulate around members and between groups. Creating comparable online workspaces 
is a bit more tricky not because it is technically challenging, but because it is technically too easy 
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to reach everyone and/or particular people through many methods—email, group options 
within CMS, listservs, chatrooms, etc. Defining online workspaces as primary for certain types of 
activities simplifies the chaos or, in other words, ritualizes it. Articulating the specific purposes 
of online spaces helps students orient themselves within the ecology. Once students are 
oriented, the system becomes transparent, enabling them to focus more on the task at hand 
instead of on navigating these complicated, layered spaces.  
Submission Protocols. As mentioned at the outset, the resource instructors are most 
aware of managing is time—calendars, lesson plans, office hours, etc. The second design priority 
focuses on time because it is all too easy for instructors to set up protocols and systems that 
manage their own time. The draft submission process is a likely candidate. Such a system should 
allow for anonymity and make available a sample draft in time for the instructor and the class to 
review it in preparation for a modeling discussion. Two methods, their advantages and 
disadvantages, are discussed below: 
1. One method is for the student to email the draft to the instructor who (after 
stripping away the student’s identifying information) will then either email it to 
the class or post the file in the course site. This strategy depends not only on 
students’ timely submission but also on instructors’ timely distribution. 
2. Discussion boards, by contrast, can simplify this process. Because discussion 
boards are public spaces and can be set to accept anonymous threads, students 
can be responsible for posting their own files (stripped of identifying 
information) before a specific time (i.e., 6 pm on the day before the workshop). 
The major point here is that the system for submitting drafts must be created and ritualized. The 
second point is that creating an instructor-free submission protocol changes an instructor’s role 
in the system. Accomplishing this task through a ritual reduces the amount of relational energy 
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an instructor will expend interacting with students over menial tasks, though students 
occasionally need to be reminded that it is their turn to submit. 
Exchange protocols. Exchange protocols for peer review can be designed similarly, 
though more options are available. Hence, the third priority for workshops is to effectively 
organize drafts and feedback for authors, reviewers, and the instructor. “Bring two print 
copies”—one for peer reviewers, one for the instructor—is perhaps least complicated. The 
disadvantages of print, however, are expense, collation difficulties, and single copies. 
Configurations using writable storage media (CDs, USB drives) circulate electronic files, but, like 
print, they generate only single copies. File-sharing spaces that do not also allow for 
asynchronous communication facilitate the exchange of electronic files, but little else. By 
contrast, a group-specific discussion board that is set up for each assignment (not each 
workshop) in the course site creates a repository containing all drafts and feedback, which the 
instructor can access for oversight purposes and students can use if their personal computer 
hard-drives leave much to be desired or get damaged. The two technical learning curves involved 
in draft exchange via discussion boards include using file-naming conventions for attachments 
and learning the difference between “add a thread” for posting a draft and “reply” for posting 
feedback. Choosing a discussion board also enables the instructor to design workshop activities 
with two feedback spaces in mind: the body of the thread and/or the body of the electronic file. 
If network and computer access is available during class time, students can interact with this 
online space then; if computer access is available, but not network access, protocols for 
downloading before class and uploading after class must be implemented; if neither network or 
computer access is available, class time could be used for modeling and peer review could be 
assigned for homework with a follow-up peer review-to-author discussion the next class day. 
Again, by thinking about what the corporeal and online spaces of the classroom afford and what 
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the archival needs of writers are, instructors can configure a system for file-exchange that suits 
their pedagogical goals, resource constraints, and perceived students’ needs. 
Workshop guides. Supported by well-configured systems, a seemingly infinite array of 
workshop activities is possible, and selecting from among them is a daunting task. Through the 
lens of the ecological perspective, I have argued that what authors most need from workshops is 
a way of noticing intertextuality within the softscape and the potential of their draft; also, I have 
argued that what peer reviewers most need from workshops is a series of prompts to direct their 
intertextual reading and a way to gauge their own suggestions. Given these goals, workshop 
guides should be designed with two complementary questions in mind: (1) what should peer 
reviewers do? and (2) what should authors get back? For example, prompts that ask reviewers to 
demonstrate how the draft’s introduction follows the suggestions covered in class on a previous 
day reinforces the material covered in class, asks the reviewer to do something she has been 
taught to do, and gives the author a sense of how readers are putting together their language. 
Such a prompt might read:  
 Introductions, as we discussed in class last week, include information about 
the topic, context, and argument in ways that get the reader’s attention and help 
them anticipate the rest of the essay. In your feedback letter, identify these parts 
of the introduction and any information you think the author left out or should 
leave out. You might start by saying, “Your introduction led me to conclude that 
this essay is about (topic) in (context), and it will argue (thesis). But, when I read 
…, I ….”  
 
A prompt with similar goals— How does the introduction prepare you for the rest of the 
essay?—is less effective because it assumes that students learned what was discussed about 
introductions, know how to apply that knowledge to a peer’s draft, and can communicate their 
insights to a peer in the plain language students use with each other. By making the softscape 
more visible and giving reviewers a clear way to know if they have provided enough feedback 
(e.g., did they mention topic, context, argument, as well as missing and extra information?), 
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authors can see how their introduction aligns with class discussion and how it functions to 
prepare readers for the rest of their essay. Further, having reviewers write feedback letters to 
authors embraces the privacy of this exchange, instead of working against it by formalizing and 
atomizing the feedback in typical worksheet fashion. Also, the letter method assures that 
reviewers are leaving the work of revision to authors. 
A comparable strategy might use the features of word processors: 
 Introductions, as we discussed in class last week, include information about 
the topic, context, and argument in ways that get the reader’s attention and help 
them anticipate the rest of the essay. Use the red highlighting tool to identify 
these parts of the introduction; be sure to highlight only keywords/phrases, not 
whole sentences. Then, highlight in yellow any keywords/phrases in the rest of 
the essay that you think should be addressed in the introduction. Use blue to 
indicate what you think should be omitted. Add one comment in the 
introduction that offers the author one way to improve its attention-getting or 
anticipatory qualities. 
 
This strategy is less narrative and more visual. Because the options are so numerous,37 I shall 
only say that the tools embedded in these programs can be used—usually with very flat learning 
curves—to make a draft look strange to an author; attempts to reclaim familiarity with the draft 
can generate aggressive revisions. Reclaiming familiarity means two things: figuring out what to 
do about the reviewers’ mark-ups and figuring out how to remove them. The consequence for 
using word processing software during workshops means teaching students how to use its 
features (1) for providing feedback as well as (2) for acting on feedback. The point to belabor 
here is that the workshop guide—whether pen-dependent or computer-dependent—affects a 
writer’s archive, and that the form as well as the quality of reviewers’ feedback affects her ability 
to use that archive to produce the next draft. 
 
37 Andy Jones' Web page "Using Microsoft Word Tools to Comment on Student Essays" at 
<http://cai.ucdavis.edu/caihandouts/writingwithmword.html> provides a useful overview with many hyperlinked 
resources. 
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Writing Goals. The fifth priority of workshop design is to teach students to respond to 
feedback and set new writing goals. Turning feedback into a revision is one aspect of the 
process-driven approach that is easy to overlook in classroom settings because it so obvious—
act on feedback—and because it rarely happens within the time frame of the workshop, within 
the space of the classroom. The trouble, however, is that the accumulation of feedback over the 
course of an intensive process usually results in conflicting advice. Imagine that one author’s 
assignment experience has involved instructor feedback on the outline of a draft, group 
feedback in a class activity on evidence, an office hour visit on using quotations, and feedback 
from two peers on an initial draft. The two peers do not agree with each other; plus, neither one 
can see what the organization of the current draft is, though it follows the instructor’s 
suggestions on the earlier outline. An author in this situation must wrestle with conflicts and will 
likely end up frustrated, using the instructor’s outline despite peers’ problems understanding the 
draft. In revision, authors have to find ways to keep the conflicts generative until they arrive at a 
revision plan (i.e., fully outlining the directions proposed by all the suggestions and then 
choosing from among them).  
Consider a second, more common occurrence. Both peer reviewers see nothing of 
substance wrong with the draft and encourage the author to keep up the good work. An author 
in this situation will wrestle with success and will likely end up frustrated. Because this wrestling 
cannot be avoided if another draft is to be completed, the best strategy for an instructor is to 
build into the workshop an approach for following-up. In keeping with the letter strategy 
mentioned above, asking authors to compose a letter to the instructor explaining what the next 
draft will try to accomplish is highly effective; it is also much more reasonable for the instructor 
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to respond to a letter from the author than to respond to the draft.38 How these letters get 
exchanged—paper shuffle or electronically—affects the writer’s archive as well as the timing of 
the exchange, which is sometimes more critical than archival status. Another approach is to ask 
authors to narrate their current draft as well as the suggested revisions to a different group 
member who is taking notes; as authors explain, they will talk themselves through the next step, 
and the peer’s notes will help them remember what they said. The important thing to recognize 
here is that it is not enough to think about the next thing students will be assigned to do. An 
ecologically-aware instructor needs to also think about the labor students do between 
assignments, about how to scaffold that work by asking for their next set of writing goals. 
Reciprocity. The sixth priority for workshop design is reciprocity. The ecological 
perspective regarding reciprocity does not emphasize the ethics of working hard as a reviewer or 
an author, since that is part of classroom culture. Instead, reciprocity focuses on part-to-whole 
accounting and mutually constraining labor: 
 What do authors of sample drafts get in exchange for submitting early and enduring 
the modeling session? 
 What do reviewers get in exchange for commenting on peer’s drafts? 
There is no right answer to these questions, but, when answering them, it is helpful to think 
about who these students are laboring for. For example, authors of sample drafts are laboring 
for the instructor, so some credit/no credit accounting system can duly reward students for 
timely submissions; also, for the sacrifice of the student’s time, the instructor can provide full 
comments on the draft. By contrast, reviewers are laboring for authors, so authors are in the best 
position to assess the merits of their feedback according to a rubric. How these scores relate to 
 
38 Although this idea is not original to this book (perhaps to Murray or Elbow and Belanoff?), I found Sue Dinitz 
and Toby Fulwiler's The Letter Book: Ideas for Teaching College English instructive. 
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the whole of the semester average is a mathematical quandary the instructor must solve, and that 
decision orders the priorities of labor for students and for instructor. 
5.4 Benefits of the Ecological Perspective on Course Design 
The ecological perspective encourages instructors to imagine how the texts, acts, and 
spaces of teaching come together to create an environment in which students are expected to 
form good relationships and to do good composing. It is particularly adept at helping instructors 
see how the organization of print, online, and oral course materials affects students in and out of 
class. It can help instructors think through the connections between assignments, lessons, and 
workshops. The ecological perspective’s greatest strength is that it provides a useful set of 
questions that apply to a variety of course designs: 
 What makes the resources necessary for students to accomplish their work easy to 
navigate? 
 How does students’ work develop and expand throughout an assignment?  
 How are students being encouraged to use the archive of their work to revise their 
own work and to critique the work of others? How does technology help them keep, 
search, and use the materials they generate during the writing process? 
 How conducive to forming good relationships are the classroom layout and the 
interactions embedded in the lesson plans and out-of-class communication? 
 How is the instructor’s role in the classroom ecology supporting students’ growth as 
writers and members of writing groups? 
The ecological perspective cannot stand alone as a theory, pedagogy, or narrative of 
teaching. Instead, it is a method of working through the systemic consequences of decisions that 
create the conditions under which students and instructors labor. It helps instructors think about 
how technology can generate, circulate, distribute, and archive all the texts—the softscape—that 
138 
are part of the discursive tour of the course. It provides a way of thinking about how social 
relationships might be affected by furniture layout, how course policies affect students’ views of 
their labor, and how an instructor’s visible labor conveys priorities. It opens a new way of talking 
about assignment development, lesson planning, and workshop design. It is consistent with 
composition theory, and it emphasizes what we have known all along—what a terribly serious 
thing it is teach writing.
CHAPTER 6 
(Reflections on) CONCLUSION(s) 
After reading through a stack of seventh grade writing tests that asked students to 
propose a mural featuring a favorite fictional character for a school wall, an administrator at a 
middle school in Durham told my husband to convey to me what a good career choice I had 
made: “She’ll always have a job,” she said, shaking her head at the texts in her hands. What 
would she make of the e-literacies agenda I propose here? Would she see it as “doing my job”? 
During my prospectus meeting on October 30, 2004, I discussed the primary goal of my 
dissertation as responding to the anxieties that these two questions reflect. Todd Taylor’s 
question in “A Methodology of Our Own” aptly synthesizes the worry: “if we [compositionists] 
turn our backs on teaching writing exclusively, will we be evicted from our institutional space 
because we are no longer helping to solve the problem for which we are being paid?” (150). I 
wanted my dissertation to clearly demonstrate how an e-literacies agenda fits into a university 
service ethic, how it was doing my job.  
The university service ethic is the duty to teach undergraduates, to help them find a 
successful path through higher education and into a professional life. Such duties fall upon most 
faculty and instructors in the academy, but it seems to fall heavily on first-year writing programs 
(FYWPs). Because writing—perhaps more accurately, communicating—is foundational to 
success in all the disciplines in ways that, for example, Introduction to Economics or Biology are 
not, FYWPs aim to help the greatest number of students succeed at the widest range of 
academic skills.
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In today’s milieu, the skill sets or art forms39 of writing include computer-mediation and 
multimedia production. In October 2004, I reasoned that if I could show  
 how e-literacies served students well by engaging the digital revolution,  
 how it was consistent with composition scholarship, and  
 how it aligned with higher education’s investments in producing graduates with 
effective (now multimodal) communication skills,  
then I could find grounds to argue for an e-literacies agenda in first-year composition. At the 
time (and even now), I wanted my job to be about pushing toward new literacies as well as 
upholding traditional ones. At the time, I saw my project as a renegotiation of the university 
service ethic that layered new literacies over an existing pedagogy and reoriented the scope of 
such coursework toward a broader literacy scene. Given my experiences at UNC-CH, this 
renegotiation seemed entirely feasible: It was happening in pockets throughout the Writing 
Program already. The fact that other well-known writing programs (like Stanford) and every new 
textbook were also making moves toward e-literacies seemed corroboration enough. 
I pictured the university service ethic like a yoke and writing program administrators like 
willing, able beasts of burden who could see a path through the field to which others were blind. 
But university service ethics and their related professional politics proved more stubborn and 
complex than I anticipated. More compositionists saw a noose rather than a yoke; they wanted a 
different field, not just a different path. In the context of the larger debates about the value of 
first-year writing programs, arguing for e-literacies seemed willfully naïve about the problematic 
curricular space of required first-year composition. At first, however, I hoped that the “goodness 
of fit” between e-literacies and the university service ethic would accomplish two goals: (1) to 
create a defensible argument—in local contexts—for teaching first-year students to compose 
 
39 I mention here the art/techne dilemma because simple both/and resolutions ignore that some powerful 
stakeholders prefer skills to arts. They will not exert less pressure in the future. 
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prose and multimedia using networked computers in writing classes and (2) to disrupt the 
“normal discourse” about the value of required composition courses. The main title of the 
project, “Between Abolition and Reform,” refers to this normal discourse, the cycles of furor 
that Robert J. Connors’s traces in “The New Abolitionism: Toward a Historical Background.” 
He explains: 
 During reformist periods, freshman comp, although problematical, is seen as 
the thin red line protecting the very life of literacy. Abolitionist periods are times 
during which at least some English teachers call for the end of freshman 
composition, declaring the large sums expended on this all-but-ubiquitous course 
a gross waste. (3) 
 
I was, at the time, and remain distressed over the strengths on both sides of this debate. As 
Chapter 2 demonstrates, I am sympathetic to the view of FYWP’s as a “thin red line protecting 
the very life of [changing literacies].” Yet I also recognize the professional hazards and 
dissonances in FYWPs. I offer no conclusions concerning these issues. Instead, I want to reflect 
on why I am less confident now that the university service ethic is a malleable narrative. 
6.1 Malleable Narrative: Locally 
My observations about the effects of the Carolina Computing Initiative (CCI) at UNC-
CH lead me to believe that the university service ethic was a very malleable narrative. The 
interpretive license embedded in “service” was particularly evident in Chancellor Michael 
Hooker’s comments regarding the plans for CCI (1998-99) and in the divisive views of three 
groups of teachers in response to technology in Writing Program. 
The history of CCI proves to be an interesting case study of the worst kinds of 
administrative rhetoric. In many ways, this history mirrors Jill J. McMillan and Michael J. Hyde’s 
description of Wake Forest University’s debates over their president’s decision to require laptops 
in “Technological Innovation and Change: A Case Study in the Formation of Organizational 
Conscience”: that is, the decision came from high-ranking officials, generated considerable 
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debate, and happened anyway. In February 1998, Chancellor Michael Hooker—in his 
charismatic and forceful way—unveiled to faculty and students the highly contested decision to 
move forward with CCI, an aggressive ubiquitous computing plan whose central caveat was that 
all students entering the university after fall 2000 would be required to own a laptop. The most 
interesting part of the laptop requirement for my purposes is that it offered a new narrative of 
university service. In effect, the university’s mission became aligned with using technology in 
classrooms. Hooker’s own explanation of how a machine contributes to a college learning 
experience is instructive in this regard. In a letter to Reginald K. Henderson on September 8, 
1998, Hooker explained:  
 I also agree that laptop computers are not essential to the learning experience. 
What we have come to recognize, however, is that laptops are becoming essential 
to the best learning experience. As educators at a public university, we would be 
morally remiss not to make students masters of such a powerful tool. Likewise, as 
educators, we have an obligation to maximize student access to the information 
computers make available. (emphasis mine) 
 
In overly-simplified terms, once the requirement was in place, using laptops in class became one 
way of performing Carolina’s ideal education and fulfilling an “obligation” to the public. 
A number of factors—not the least of which is leadership—made the Writing Program a 
key site for noticing how CCI transformed what some instructors aimed to do and how they 
justified their uses of technology in relationship to an unchanged curricular standard. In other 
words, the fact that students were required to own laptops led some instructors to incorporate 
technology as a tool and as a media, and they saw these innovations as a fulfillment of university 
sanctioned goals. A survey I (as the Graduate Assistant) conducted in spring 2004 assessed 
technology’s use in the Writing Program in order to get a clearer sense of what was happening 
across the course sections. It demonstrated that only a small fraction of the 120 graduate 
students teaching in the Writing Program were “mavericks,” using the laptop requirement as a 
rationale for assigning discussion boards, blogs, online workshops, Web pages, and digital 
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videos—projects not addressed by the Staff Manual and for which few guidelines or resources 
were available. At the time, the majority of the staff members expressed beliefs that I sorted into 
two groups: “mavens,” instructors who clung to the teaching of typed prose but felt no 
obligation to teach related technology skills; and “maybes,” instructors who used discussion 
boards and online workshops but felt unqualified to teach the media production tasks they 
sensed were important.  
Although the data offered many interesting trends, I was most struck by how all three 
groups interpreted the university service ethic to support their own classroom approaches. 
Mavens indicated that, since such close attention to writing is uncommon in the university, they 
were compelled to address students’ poor thinking and writing abilities; non-print media could 
not accomplish these goals in their view because multimedia encouraged superficial thinking and 
inchoate writing. Maybes saw the various university-supported technologies as an opportunity to 
move writing tasks from paper to electronic spaces and as a chance to teach basic computing 
skills as part of the composing process. Unlike mavens, maybes believed that multimedia was in 
line with the university’s mission and with the larger trends in literacy. Their frustration was with 
their own lack of expertise and their fear of technology glitches.  
In contrast to both mavens and maybes, mavericks justified nontraditional media 
production assignments not only in terms of making effective use of the provided technologies 
but also using the program’s pedagogical commitments: They framed their non-conformance as 
meeting the requirements of the spirit of the Staff Manual, if not its letter. Mavericks saw in the 
program’s theoretical frames a structure they could extend and embellish using technology. 
Mavericks understood the work of composition as intensifying and expanding students’ abilities 
to marshal evidence in support of a thesis aimed at a particular audience; they were able to 
transfer those goals into a variety of genres and media. Mavericks, I (of course) thought, had 
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found productive ways to fulfill the university service ethic of the Writing Program, to use 
technologies in ways that were consistent with the university’s rationale for CCI, and to expose 
students to media production and research-based arguments. 
My desire for a “neat” narrative of university service led me to do a bit of magical 
thinking. If more instructors could be mavericks, then first-year composition could lose its 
association with “remediation” without failing to prepare students for the intellectual skills 
needed for college writing tasks, could demonstrate its ties to the highest educational goals—not 
the meanest—of the university, and could highlight the strengths of its pedagogy. Eureka! 
Higher professional status, increased appreciation, and rewarding teaching near the cutting-edge 
of literacy and media—all while serving students’ best interests. Magical thinking, indeed. 
6.2 Malleable Narrative: Nationally 
Initially, I could not see anything through my pinhole view of the national writing 
program scene that challenged my magical thinking. From what I could tell, the university 
service ethic had to be malleable if it justified such diversity. Across the range of writing programs 
in higher education, the university service ethic underwrites a diverse body of purposes, 
philosophies, practices, and programs. So why not e-literacies too? Writing programs use service 
to justify, as Kinneavy described in 1971, “agenda[s] of freshman composition [that] vary from 
nothing to everything” (qtd. in Ede 52). The very thing that makes writing programs alike in 
function—teaching students to write as service to the university—seems to make them, 
sometimes irreconcilably, different in form. In The End of Composition Studies, David Smit 
summarizes the various configurations of contemporary writing programs: 
 Academic discourse is usually justified as a way to prepare students to write 
the kind of essays their professors will require of them during their stay at the 
university. The discourse of particular disciplines, professions, and workplaces is 
justified as a way to prepare students to write as professionals in their choice of 
career. Expressive writing is justified as a way to help students articulate their 
own thinking and to master a kind of stylistic eloquence. Writing-to-learn is 
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justified as an aid to learning and thinking. And public genres are justified as a 
way to prepare students to participate in larger civic life.  
 As a result of these various rationales, there is a certain arbitrariness about 
what colleges and universities offer as writing instruction. (144) 
 
What Smit calls “arbitrariness” should more accurately be described as “situatedness”: In most 
cases (I’ll be generously optimistic), informed compositionists in each context have prioritized 
certain kinds of work for an assortment of usually local reasons. In articulating an e-literacies 
agenda, I wanted to respect situatedness—to respect that writing programs should have different 
curricula and configurations—yet insist on “paying attention” to the digital revolution. 
In fact, e-literacies seem an outgrowth of situatedness, a way of catching up with already 
changed practices. The digital revolution and its impact on literacy are not news: The New 
London Group’s seminal Harvard Educational Review article “A Pedagogy for Multiliteracies: 
Designing Social Futures” is now a decade old. I find compelling Lester Faigley’s description of 
the situation affecting writing programs in “The Challenge of the Multimedia Essay”:  
 A core assumption of composition studies is that the short term goals of 
bringing students up to speed so they can fulfill the writing tasks required in their 
undergraduate curricula and in the workplace are in the long term aimed at 
empowering students to become active citizens in participatory democracy. 
Herein lies the rub. I can think of no scenario for the revival of public discourse 
that does not involve digital media. . . . Employers, administrators, and even 
accrediting agencies want more technology-intensive courses, not to mention the 
growing percentage of students who believe that their ability to communicate 
using new media will be critical to their futures. (179)  
 
In Faigley’s description, the various stakeholders in the writing program are eager for and even 
expectant of e-literacies. If we could all agree that communication was increasingly supported by 
digital technologies, and if we could all agree that our job was teaching effective communication, 
why were writing programs hesitant about e-literacies? Why were they not incorporating e-
literacies into their flexible understanding of service? 
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6. 3 Bent-out-of-Shape Narratives 
Christine M. Neuwirth’s “Multimeda Literacy: Confession of a Nonmajor” answered that 
question for me. Her perspective showed me that the malleability of the university service 
ethic—really, the magnetic pull of serving students well, which tends to attract more goals than 
it repels—also leads to the kinds of frustration Southerners refer to as “getting bent-out-of-
shape.” As part of a response to Faigley’s chapter in Composition Studies in the New Millennium, she 
summarized a discussion at a writing program administrator’s conference: 
 There was widespread agreement among meeting participants that it 
[multimedia] should be taught but reservations about whether we should teach it 
(it’s another discipline’s responsibility), whether we could teach it, even if we 
wanted to (we don’t know how to do it ourselves, and we don’t know how to 
teach it, and we wouldn’t know how to assess it), and where it would fit in the 
curriculum (we don’t see how it fits into our curricular goals, and we already have 
too much subject matter to cover). (189, emphasis maintained) 
 
In my view, the current shape of the writing programs was largely adequate and did not require 
the kinds of curricular contortions anticipated by these concerns. In contrast, for example, to 
Stuart Selber’s proposals in Multiliteracies for Digital Age, e-literacies graft onto current practice 
more easily than the functional, critical, and rhetorical literacies Selber explains. Selber’s 
descriptions of students as users of technology, questioners of technology, and producers of 
technology respond to problems in computer literacy; his examples reflect greater familiarity 
with technical writing than with the curricular goals of most FYWPs, which is not to say that 
Selber’s tri-part literacies are irrelevant to program design. Selber’s proposal, however, is more 
focused on asking student to become ideologically-savvy, skilled computer users rather than 
rhetorically sophisticated communicators who strategically use technology as a tool and media. It 
is the difference between asking students to analyze the use of email filters (Selber’s Chapter 2) 
or to critique the distribution of server space (Selber’s Chapter 3) and using Shipka’s framework 
to encourage students to experiment with medium. The e-literacies agenda I imagine simply 
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asserts that teaching writing must intentionally account for computer-mediation and the 
possibilities of multimedia production since these things are already happening. E-literacies, I think, is 
not so much a new addition to the curriculum as it is a recognition that the culture makes 
different kinds of texts and classroom environments possible within the same curriculum. From 
this perspective, I am confident that most of the reservations Neuwirth mentions—should we 
(compositionists)? could we? where would we?—could be addressed, if not allayed. 
We should teach e-literacies and specifically multimedia. Multimedia or new media is a 
specialized field of study, but it is also a literacy practice used by an ever-growing segment of the 
population. Producing able communicators who can make rhetorically-based decisions about the 
use of technology and media as they compose is not the same thing as training expert 
multimedia producers. The latter is the work of a discipline or a profession; the former is the 
work of FYWPs. Daniel Anderson’s characterization of the digital revolution as a prosumer 
revolution, where consumer products40 give lay people unprecedented access to professional 
media production resources, explains why we need to think of e-literacies as part of teaching 
writing in the general education curriculum, not primarily as a specialized expertise. 
We can teach multimedia. The pedagogical training embedded in most writing programs 
means that writing instructors have two unique kinds of expertise: (1) the rhetorical approach 
needed to teach students the parts and processes of analyzing and designing multimodal texts 
(perhaps with the aid of the rhetorical tetrahedron proposed in Chapter 3) and (2) methods of 
supporting composers as they collaborate, inquire, argue, revise, and reflect (perhaps using the 
ecological perspective described in Chapter 4). In the first chapter of Writing New Media: Theory 
and Applications for Expanding the Teaching of Composition, Anne Frances Wysocki makes a similar, 
more elaborated argument around this central thesis: “new media needs to be informed by what 
 
40 I think it is important to remember that these products are sometimes tied into university policy such as the CCI 
program at UNC-CH, and they are certainly tied into university fees. 
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writing teachers know, precisely because writing teachers focus specifically on texts and how 
situated people (learn how to) use them to make things happen” (5, emphasis not maintained). 
Instructors unaffiliated with writing programs are not likely to have these pedagogical 
commitments even when multimedia becomes conventional in their fields. At the same time, I 
recognize that pedagogical approach is not synonymous with pedagogical confidence. 
Instructor’s fears of technology and their concerns about authority issues when students’ 
expertise exceeds their own cannot be summarily addressed with the usual injunctions: “Don’t 
you think Freire’s co-learner model is best? Be glad your students can teach you something! And 
don’t forget to collaborate with the campus’s technical support staff and your computers and 
writing colleagues!” The advice is sound, but it is a salty salve. Cynthia L. Selfe’s perspective is 
more appropriate: “I believe,” she says in the Writing New Media chapter “Students Who Teach 
Us,” “in starting slowly, but starting nonetheless” (45). By “starting nonetheless,” I am confident 
that most writing teachers will find that they have more to offer than they have to learn. 
Multimedia does fit into the first-year writing curriculum. No other institutional location 
exists to so widely engage students with literacy writ large. First-year composition seems—if not 
the ideal space—the only curricular space for masses of students to acknowledge, analyze, and 
practice new forms of communication. Putting e-literacies only in advanced and elective courses 
would do two kinds of harm. First, it would create an institutional structure in which “mastery” 
of prose is a prerequisite to multimodal communication. Drawing an analogy between the ways 
children learn to read using picture books, talk, and play in “Metamedia Literacy,” J. L. Lemke 
warns against such divisions: “We need to also realize that these multimedia skills are not 
advanced skills that should only follow learning the separate media literacies” (77). It simply is 
not the case that literacy proceeds in stepwise fashion from one mode to another, so setting up a 
stepwise structure is deeply problematic. Second (and herein lies the problematic part), such an 
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institutional structure would further limit under-prepared students by locking them into 
practicing the mode—prose—where they have the most failures and out of practicing the 
multiple modes that characterize most of the texts in their professional, civic, and personal lives. 
In their chapter “Under the Radar of Composition Programs” in Composition Studies in the New 
Millennium, DeVoss, Johansen, Selfe and Williams explain the harms in such an approach:  
 Further, because students from different culture [sic], races, and backgrounds 
bring different literacies and different experiences with literacy to the classroom, 
focusing so single-mindedly on only one privileged form of literacy encourages a 
continuation of the literate-illiterate divide that does so much violence to 
students (Graff; Street; Stuckey) and functions in a conservative, and 
reproductive, fashion to favor existing class-based systems and support 
intergenerational cycles of literacy—especially among families in poverty and 
families of color. (170) 
 
Theirs is a complicated comment, but it means that, since writing is changing to include 
multimodal forms, service courses that aim to help the most students succeed at the widest 
range of skills need to be sure that all students are assigned multimedia writing tasks. To do 
otherwise is to reproduce inequities.41 By virtue of its position at the gate of the university, 
FYWPs cannot elide their role in providing access to dominant literacies, and—for better and 
worse—Standard Edited English is but one of the modes involved in dominant discourse.  
 Neuwirth raises three questions about the place of e-literacies (specifically multimedia): 
our discipline? our pedagogy? our curriculum? A flexible e-literacies agenda that builds from 
current practice, I think, answers these questions well. But Neuwirth mentions a fourth concern: 
“The vast burden of work for WPAs involved in broadening what we teach would fall to brand-
new graduate students and adjuncts” (189). Three of the four chapters in this dissertation have 
used that circumstance as a starting point. Chapter 1 used an archival method to identify where 
disciplinary expertise impacts a program designed to be taught by non-specialists; Chapter 3 
 
41 I don't believe the inverse is a guarantee, however. Teaching e-literacies will not automatically generate the kinds 
of social redistributions imagined by the New London Group in Multiliteracies: Literacy Learning and the Design of Social 
Futures or other less technology-interested critical theorists.
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reviewed visual rhetoric textbooks in order to develop a flexible strategy for non-designers to 
teach medium rhetorically; and Chapter 4 offered the ecological perspective as an integrated 
approach to course design that helps novices, in particular, understand how the text, acts, and 
spaces of teaching come together. Because I was already sensitive to these issues, I heard her 
suggestions that FYWPs partner with colleagues in the School of Design as a plea for sharing 
the yoke of university service since writing means multimedia too. In that plea, I also hear the 
echo of entrenched narratives. 
Entrenched Narratives 
Compositionists often speak of teaching “in the trenches” with a mix of admiration and 
pity. But teaching “in the trenches” also breeds an uncomfortable sense of being entrenched. 
Abolitionist discourse offered a series of “entrenched” narratives that I found much harder to 
counter than the three issues Neuwirth indicated were most challenging. Largely because of 
Sharon Crowley’s “A Personal Essay on Freshman English” (1991), these issues are well-
rehearsed, so I only want to summarize (selectively) them here under two categories: (1) 
professional hazards and (2) dissonances.  
FYWPs are construed as a professional hazard in three main ways. First, composition’s 
association with pedagogy and remediation rather than theory and rigor makes it suspect in the 
academy. Lisa Ede in Situating Composition: Composition Studies and the Politics of Location observes, 
“More than many disciplines, however, composition is marked by a tension between its 
institutional location—which aligns composition not only with practice [as opposed to theory] 
but in the minds of many with remediation—and its aspirations of achieving full disciplinarity” 
(19). In “The Service Myth: Why Freshman Composition Doesn’t Serve ‘Us’ or ‘Them,’“ Kerri 
Morris elaborates the problem of service:  
 We do a job no one else wants to do when we put freshman composition at 
the center of our discipline. We have built up a mythology of its importance and 
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worth and either really believe or convince ourselves of its worth. And we’re 
probably teaching the course better as a result. . . . Like staff at the local diner, 
however, we serve our customer/students a casserole of expectations from the 
masters we also serve—our own departments, myriad other departments on 
campus, curricular goals, and the communities in which these students will 
eventually work. Even if we wanted to, we couldn’t possibly meet all these 
expectations. (115)  
 
Maureen Daly Goggin in “The Disciplinary Instability of Composition” goes so far as to 
characterize first-year composition as a “Gordian knot” (42) and advocates that compositionists 
not “continue to equate our identity and our work solely with first-year composition” (44). The 
association with pedagogy, remediation, and impossible myriad expectations leads to a second 
professional hazard both within and outside of Composition Studies: Is it a discipline? Yes, no, 
and maybe all seem like legitimate answers. The professional hazard at stake in this discussion is 
status—status within English Studies, status within the academy, status for claiming resources 
for FYWP and for WAC/CAC. Compositionists have worked very hard to prove that their 
service to the university legitimately extends beyond FYWPs; if such programs were, as Ede 
remarks, “from one perspective . . . the raison d’etre of our field,” they do not mark its 
boundaries (86). In “No Discipline?,” Christine Farris connects the glory of disciplinary 
expansion with the shame of the third professional hazard, labor practices; she states, “Certainly 
the expansion of disciplinary boundaries and scholarly venues with little to no change in the 
status of most writing instructors make visible contradictions that now leave English 
departments open to future turf battles, if not ideological embarrassment” (60-1). Susan Miller’s 
Textual Carnivals, Sharon Crowley’s Composition in the University, and the edited collection by 
Bousquet, Scott, and Parascondola Tenured Bosses and Disposable Teachers: Writing Instruction in the 
Managed University are three texts among many to deride labor practices in the field. The e-
literacies agenda I am proposing contributes to these problems by making it seem possible and 
desirable for compositionists to invest considerable resources in training non-specialists with 
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limited access to professionalization to teach a wider range of generalizable skills to the broadest 
population of students. E-literacies stands a good chance of making the professional hazards of 
teaching first-year composition worse even as it stands a good chance of doing right by students. 
The second group of entrenched narratives that affected my view of e-literacies’ 
potential is best described as dissonances, aspects of teaching writing that seemed impossibly 
vexed. The relationship between first-year composition and dominant discourse is one such site 
of dissonance. In Crowley’s view, the composition requirement remains so that instructors can 
discipline students to “behave, think, write, and speak as students rather than as the people they 
are, people who have differing histories and traditions and languages and ideologies” (9); the 
course, she says, serves, “in Foucauldian terms as an ethical technology of subjectivity that 
creates in students a healthy respect for the authority of the academy” (217). Similarly, Patricia 
Bizzell’s Academic Discourse and Critical Consciousness struggles with the implications of Standard 
Edited English for basic writers entering the academy, grapples with the tensions between 
consensus and critical consciousness, and wrestles with the effects dominant discourse might 
ultimately have in making students unwilling to be critical agents. Like those in critical theory, 
cultural studies, and the sociology of education,42 I worry about assimilation, silencing, othering, 
and reproduction. But I take comfort in Keith Gilyard’s perspective: “Sure required writing 
courses reproduce dominant ideologies, serve regulatory ends, and stifle creativity, but that is not 
all they do. The possibility for challenge and change, which could mean sustained access and 
opportunity for many students is undeniably present” (qtd. in Ede 109). I understand that it is 
part of my job to help students gain access to the dominant discourse they (and I) hope leads to 
 
42 Diana George and John Trimbur's "Cultural Studies and Composition" and Ann George's "Critical Pedagogy: 
Dreaming of Democracy" in Tate Ruppiper, and Schick's A Guide to Composition Pedagogies provide a helpful literature 
review of these perspectives. My familiarity with the sociology of education is limited, but I found instructive two 
books: Herbert M. Kliebard's The Struggle for the American Curriculum, 1893-1958, (2nd edition, 1995) and Carlos Torres 
and Theodore Mitchell's Sociology of Education: Emerging Perspectives (1998). 
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social mobility, but I also think that it is part of my job to trouble dominant discourse—who 
speaks, how, and why. I hope multimedia creates opportunities to value more voices and 
different communicative strengths, giving more students “sustained access and opportunity”; 
instructors, however, will have to be more intentional about valuing difference and teaching 
critique than I have been in sketching this e-literacies agenda. Unlike the New London Group’s 
multiliteracies pedagogy (which had explicit schooling reform and social justice agendas), 
Selber’s multiliteracies, or any of Cynthia and Richard Selfe’s scholarship, e-literacies lacks a 
critical perspective on technology. It offers students access to dominant literacy practices 
without asking them to critique, question, or even notice the systemic effects of those practices. 
Although I am quite sure that it is not my job to impose political views upon students, I am 
equally convinced that I do not want to be a complicit accessory to “prosumer” industries by 
teaching e-literacies as dominant discourse. 
A second source of dissonance is whether writing can be taught as a transferable set of 
rhetorical, reflective skills as I suggested in Chapter 2. I like how Doug Hesse phrased the 
question in his forward to David Smit’s The End of Composition Studies: “is the nature of writing,” 
he asks, foreshadowing Smit’s arguments, “such that the course in composition can be justified 
at all?” (ix). Both Smit’s book and Petraglia’s Reconceiving Writing, Rethinking Writing Instruction 
posed the hardest questions regarding this issue. Petraglia’s edited collection shows that “general 
writing skills instruction GWSI” (xi)—what David Russell in the same collection calls 
“hypothetical universal educated discourse” (60)—in first-year composition counters what 
writing research and theory tells us about what writing instruction should be. Petraglia defines 
the core of GSWI as “the idea that writing is a set of rhetorical skills that can be mastered 
through formal instruction. These skills include the general ability to develop and organize ideas, 
use techniques for inventing topics worthy of investigation, adapt one’s purpose to an audience, 
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and anticipate reader response” (xi). David Russell’s metaphor explains why this approach is 
problematic: “To try to teach students to improve their writing by taking a GWSI course is 
something like trying to teach people to improve their ping-pong, jacks, volleyball, basketball, 
field hockey, and so on by attending a course in general ball using” (58). An e-literacies agenda, 
as I have described it, is very much a “ball-handling” approach to first-year composition. Robert 
Connors captures the trouble with this strategy for teaching writing in his explanation of New 
Abolitionism:  
 The New Abolitionsim is the work of insiders—people trained as writing 
specialists form an early point in their careers—and it is based on exactly the 
opposite conclusion [“romantics” or the older generation of Abolitionists had 
concluded that writing could not be taught]: that the development of writing 
abilities can be facilitated within different situational contexts, and that experts 
can assist the student writer in navigating through these contexts, but that the 
required freshman course is not the most effective forum for attaining the ends we seek. (23, 
emphasis mine) 
 
Although the contributing authors have different opinions about reforming or abolishing 
FWYPs, a resounding chorus advocates WAC.  
In a more cogent, thorough-going manner, David W. Smit makes very similar arguments 
and comes to virtually the same conclusion in The End of Composition Studies. Smit’s answer is “to 
abolish the teaching of writing as writing and to foster the teaching of specific genres in specific 
contexts” (223). His proposal includes an aggressive undergraduate writing across the curriculum 
model where disciplinary experts are trained in writing pedagogy and/or where composition 
specialists are trained in other disciplines to teach discipline-specific genres. The pedagogy he 
advocates comes from the New London Group’s “A Pedagogy of Muliteracies” in which good 
teaching is described as providing: (1) situated practice or immersive contexts in which 
students are expected to solve complex problems; (2) overt instruction in the form of 
scaffolding to support learners in this endeavor (rather than simplifying the problem); (3) 
critical framing that names rhetorical moves endorsed by the discourse community and that 
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notices similarities and differences between old and new genres; and (4) transformed practice 
such that the writer gains permission to participate in and change the community. This approach 
assumes that literacy acquisition only happens when learners are immersed in a social group in 
which they seek to gain membership, and its ideal conception of education is the apprentice 
model. Since the apprentice model can hardly obtain in mass higher education, Smit concludes 
that the closest approximation is a three-stage curriculum. 
In his plan, what we recognize as first-year composition would become “Introduction to 
Writing as a Social Practice,” a course that encourages the analysis and critique of a single 
discourse community and its related genres in order to “help novices practice sentence fluency 
and editing in a particular context” (187). The two key aspects of this course are that the 
instructor be a member of the target discourse community—academic or otherwise—and that 
the course engender a perspective on textual forms and rhetorical purposes that can help 
students move into other communities. A second stage, housed in the disciplines, would provide 
advanced practice using that perspective to focus on analyzing and critiquing the discourses of a 
particular discipline and would provide “stage manage[d]” help in producing discipline-specific 
genres.43 The third stage would provide opportunities for students to write outside the classroom 
through internships or service; that is, students would participate in the discipline. Smit’s 
proposal clearly takes to its logical end the institutional manifestation of social constructivism 
and David Russell’s work on activity systems. 
I find in Smit’s arguments resonances of my own—about tying writing courses to 
discourse communities in which instructors have membership (Ch. 1, 2), about immersive 
rhetorical contexts in classrooms (Ch. 1, 2, and 4), about the necessity of content knowledge for 
 
43 Smit notes that, in the apprenticeship model, novices turn to experts as a natural part of participating in the 
community they have already joined. By contrast, instructors “have to somehow ‘stage manage’ what their students 
might need to know in order to accomplish their assigned tasks” since “there are no real contextual constraints 
except those arbitrarily imposed by the instructor” (155-6). 
156 
actual participation in community (Ch. 2), about the importance of scaffolding (Ch. 3, 4). Even 
so, I do not think Smit’s course in “Writing as Social Practice” or Russell’s proposal in 
Petraglia’s collection for a “liberal arts course about writing in society” (74) serves students in 
the same way that current configurations do. The content of these courses is not so clearly 
students’ development as writers and members of writing groups. I take seriously the likelihood 
that “ball-handling” is not the best approach to teaching writing. Yet—in view of the rapidly 
changing scene of literacy—I would rather have first-year students who were fair to middling 
handlers of ping-pong balls, jacks, volleyballs, basketballs, field hockey balls, and so on than 
superior handlers of any single ball. 
Recuperable Curricular Space 
At the end of this dissertation, I see how my magical thinking about e-literacies 
overestimates the malleability of university service ethics. I see how an e-literacies agenda poses 
increased professional hazards, lacks a critical perspective on dominant discourses and 
technology, and presumes generalized writing skills that do not adequately reflect the best 
methods of teaching writing in specific contexts paired with content knowledge. I see why so 
many respected scholars doubt the value of FYWPs as a curricular space, as a universal 
requirement. In arguing for FYWPs, I am certainly not arguing against WAC, CAC, or 
undergraduate writing majors. By arguing for FYWPs, I am expressing belief in “the promise,” 
which Hesse describes in the forward to Smit’s book, “that for all its faults, the course yet does 
good for its students, occupying a curricular space that has democratizing potential” (xi). 
Required composition courses occupy a recuperable curricular space because they offer 
the widest population of students an important opportunity to experiment with a range of 
communicative tasks in thoughtful ways. Charles Bazerman, at the end of Petraglia’s edited 
collection, offers several observations (which merit long quotation) that speak to this potential: 
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 In particular, first-year students entering a university and marking a major 
transition in their life have needs the first-year writing course can and do meet. 
First-year students, as novices in the complex literate environments of the 
university, are engaged in many transformations in their literacy practices; they 
can use curricular support. . . . Indeed to locate the students directly into the 
specialized discourses of advanced professionalism without giving them a chance 
to mediate those discourses with whatever discourses they use to contemplate 
their lives, values, and goals as students makes it difficult for them to locate 
themselves as anything but the most trivial actors in specialized discourses. . . . If 
we start analyzing first-year writing courses we find it is a very real place. We 
need to look at the students, at the institution, at the undergraduate curriculum, 
at issues of time and place, and at a thousand other factors that might come to 
bear on locating the course. (254-5) 
 
If we think about where students are and where they are headed, first-year writing courses that 
ask them to compose research-based arguments for several (perhaps non-academic) discourse 
communities using multiple modes in appropriate media makes sense. Teaching students how to 
research, collaborate, draft, comment, and revise using computer technology makes sense. 
Teaching students to inquire and reflect makes sense. E-literacies make sense for students. Thus, 
it makes sense that yokes can be borne by intelligent beasts who are wide-eyed to different paths 
through the field. Adopting an e-literacies agenda is such a path. I am sure that figuring out how 
to blaze it equitably, critically, and professionally is doing my job.
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